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Summary 
 
There has been intense scholars’ concern in the social impact of new information 
communication technologies (ICTs) from the early 1990’s. Foremost among these is 
the idea of the Internet’s democratizing potential, which is supposed to revitalize the 
public sphere and improve participatory democracy. Many proponents of this idea are 
western democracy enthusiasts who believe that the Internet will begin a new era of 
democracy in authoritarian regimes such as China. This consensus is based on the 
belief that information previously unavailable to ordinary Chinese citizens is now 
accessible through the Internet and that the Internet provides a free forum which 
serves as a public sphere for discourse and political mobilization. Using Habermas’s 
theory of the public sphere as the theoretical framework, this paper aims to explore 
whether the Internet provides a public sphere in China which is an issue central to 
democracy. Four specific research questions reflecting different dimensions of the 
public sphere are raised in this paper and explored by a combination of both 
qualitative and quantitative methods. Based on the results from a survey on about 500 
university students and individual in-depth interviews to 20 respondents from diverse 
backgrounds in China, the paper is trying to answer the question whether the Internet 
provides a public sphere in China. This research is significant in that it is based on 
empirical research from a user-centered perspective which is different from most 
previous work.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Research Questions 
  
There has been intense interest in the social impact of new information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) since the early 1990’s. Foremost among these is 
the idea of the Internet’s democratizing potential, which is supposed to revitalize the 
public sphere and improve participatory democracy.  
Many proponents of this idea are western democracy enthusiasts who believe that 
the Internet will herald a new era of democracy in authoritarian regimes such as China. 
The following quote from the former President of the United States Bill Clinton 
appears to be one typical opinion in the West and especially the United States. 
In the new century, liberty will spread by cell phone and cable modem …We 
know how much the internet has changed America, and we are already an open 
society. Imagine how much it could change China. Now, there’s no question 
China has been trying to crack down on the internet --- good luck. That’s sort of 
like trying to nail Jello to the wall. (Bill Clinton, 8 March 2000)1 
 
In discussions of the Internet’s political advantages, some scholarly debates 
(Miller, 1996; Rheingold, 1993) seem to have reached the following conclusions. First, 
the Internet provides a unique medium that enables people to publish information and 
opinions; further, this information on political issues can be used to formulate 
opinions, and analyze government actions and decisions. Second, the Internet serves 
as an inexpensive way for political election advertisements that greatly reduces the 
required funds for political campaign. As a result, it may facilitate the formation of 
new groups that might represent less privileged people and help them contend with 
established groups. Third, the Internet helps to promote freedom of the press. Last but 
not least, the anonymity of the Internet assures free speech.  
                                                        
1 Bill Clinton in a speech at Paul H. Nitze School for Advanced International Studies at Johns Hopkins 
University on 8 March 2000, quoted after Shanthi Kalathil, William J. Drake, Taylor C. Boas, 
“Dictatorships in the Digital Age: Some Considerations on the Internet in China and Cuba,” 
Information Impacts (October 2000), http://www.cisp.org/imp/october_2000/10_00drake.htm. Access 
date: 28/05/2003 
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There are also political disadvantages of the Internet, however. The following are 
some fundamental issues in considering the negative political impact of the Internet 
recognized in previous research (Danitz & Strobel, 1999). First, the digital divide, i.e., 
people with better education and higher income tend to have better chances of 
accessing the Internet. Thus they enhance their ability to bring their concerns and 
influence the political agenda. Second, the anonymity of the Internet might cause 
irresponsible activities on the Internet and impede the reliability and security of the 
information circulated on the Internet. Third, government might intervene in the use 
of the Internet by posing very strict restrictions on the information spread on the 
Internet and by monitoring how its citizens use the Internet.    
These political advantages and disadvantages mentioned above are general issues 
without a specific context. In various contexts, for example, different countries at 
different stages, the Internet might play significantly different roles, as its political 
advantages might outweigh the disadvantages or vice versa because of different social 
conditions. In this thesis, I will be discussing the Internet’s political impact in China 
at the current stage.  
 1.1 Choice of Theoretical Framework 
As the biggest developing country as well as one of the “authoritarian” countries, 
China’s future with the Internet naturally attracts much concern from the world. 
Previous scholarly debate has focused on the Internet’s democratizing potential in 
China although opinion is divided. China is far from being a democratic country 
judged by the western idea of democracy. Its democratizing process would be very 
complex and has a long way to go. As a result, it might be more constructive for us to 
observe and measure how the Internet is accessed and used by Chinese net users, and 
what kind of political impact the Internet has on Chinese net users at the current stage. 
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Then the study can reach a conclusion on what kind of political role the Internet is 
playing in today’s China. Conclusions based on such research will thus be of value in 
terms of judging whether the Internet is positively related with China’s democratizing 
process.   
Those who doubted the potential democratizing impact of the Internet in China 
years ago often based their views on the fact that China had a low phone and 
computer ownership level as well as a comparatively low literacy rate.2 However, the 
fast growth in the number of Chinese net citizens gradually challenges this idea. Only 
in seven years’ time after China first opened its public use of the Internet in Beijing 
and Shanghai, it has overtaken Japan to become the second largest web audience in 
the world behind the United States.3 With the current increasing speed of the number 
of net users in China, it is needless to say that the Internet will diffuse and be 
integrated into the life of Chinese people more deeply. More recent studies, then, have 
tended to shift their concern from the digital divide to the strict controls of the Internet 
by the Chinese government. Many of them argued that the Internet is being monitored 
by the Chinese government and its political potential is far from being realized.4    
Meanwhile those who believe that the Internet has great democratizing potential 
in China usually based their belief on the fact that information previously unavailable 
to ordinary Chinese citizens is now accessible through the Internet, and that the 
Internet provides a free forum that allows free discourse and even political 
mobilization. For example, Zhou (2003) concluded that Bulletin Board System 
                                                        
2 See “Does Internet Create Democracy”, Chap 3, First World Bias, Alinta Thornton, Master thesis, 
MA in Journalism, University of Technology, Sydney. Retrieved from: 
http://www.wr.com.au/democracy/. Access date: 28/05/2003 
 
3 BBC news “Chinese net use booming”, Tuesday, 6 August, 2002, 08:09 GMT 09:09 UK, Retrieved 
from: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/technology/2168431.stm/. Access date: 28/08/2002 
 
4 See for example, Lokman Tsui (July,2001). Internet in China: Big Mama is Watching You. MA 
Thesis. University of Leiden.  
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(BBS)5, as one kind of alternative media, has proved as an alternative international 
news resource, which provides Chinese people additional information outside of the 
scope of conventional media in China. It has also proved to expand the sphere for the 
discussion of international affairs in China. Li, Qin and Kluver (2001) argued that the 
foreign media has set the agenda for Chinese net users by providing alternative 
information by analyzing content of posts in “Strong Nation Forum”. However, the 
Internet’s other political advantages such as its ability to reduce the election costs of 
political groups or parties obviously do not apply to the Chinese settings. 
According to these previous studies and my observation, the following factors 
should be the key points in considering the political impact of the Internet in China: 
free information flow, free forums that help to formulate opinions and mobilize 
participation, and the control of the Internet by the government. These factors, 
however, are well integrated in the theory of the public sphere.  
The theory of the public sphere was mainly developed by German philosopher 
Jürgen Habermas. Public sphere refers to a total of information and communication 
spaces that people use to exchange views and formulate opinions. The Internet’s 
functions as information and communication spaces are just similar to the idea of the 
public sphere. Some researchers suggested that it should be reasonable to measure this 
relation of the Internet to democracy through the question of the public sphere. As it 
was stated, “one way to approach the question about the relation of the Internet to 
democracy is to make a detour from the issue of technology and raise again the 
question of a public sphere”(Poster, 1997: p.216). However, research on the Internet’s 
function as a public sphere, especially in the Chinese context is sparse. In order to 
discuss the Internet’s role and its relation to democracy in China, Habermas’ theory of 
                                                        
5 There are many BBS in Chinese language in Mainland China and Taiwan. As one type of Internet 
forum, they are especially popular in universities for its strong interactive function.  
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the public sphere was thus chosen as the theoretical framework for this thesis.  
In this thesis, my research is based on the belief that the public sphere is central to 
and positively linked to democracy. However, it must also be clarified that although 
the public sphere is central to democracy, there is not necessarily a direct link 
between the two, i.e., the emergence or existence of public sphere does not guarantee 
democratic politics. This is important in clearly defining the scope of this thesis and in 
what sense the term public sphere is used in the study. This thesis will solely explore 
whether the Internet serves as or contributes to the public sphere in China at the 
current stage.  
1.2 Research Questions 
In this study, we seek to answer this major research question: does the Internet 
provide a public sphere in China? Do Chinese net users really make use of the 
Internet as a public sphere as many western enthusiasts expected? However, public 
sphere is an abstract and comprehensive notion. To assess it we need to consider the 
components or dimensions of the public sphere and the Internet’s role in influencing 
these components or dimensions. For example, whether the Internet provides 
alternative information sources, and whether the Internet serves as free public forums. 
The researcher believes that the question of whether the Internet provides a public 
sphere in China alone includes at least the following dimensions: the Internet as a 
global information resource which is easy and cheap to access; the Internet as a forum 
where people exchange their ideas and share their experiences; the Internet’s ability to 
promote people’s activism and to serve as a touchstone where the government’s 
policy is critically checked. Thus the following questions are raised specifically. 
a) What kinds of information do Chinese net users seek through the Internet? 
b) What are Chinese net users’ attitudes to different information sources? 
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c) To what extent do Chinese net users participate in online forums? 
d) What are their motivations for participation in online forums? Or why do they 
not participate in online forums? 
e) To what extent are the regulations of the Internet from the Chinese 
government effective? 
1.3  Approaches of the Study 
 
In order to answer the above research questions, methods belonging to two 
different strands actually can be applied. One is the analysis of the online content; the 
other is the analysis of net users’ behavior and activities. However, as there are 
numerous websites and forums online, it is not practical to include all of them or to 
sample them. Studying one particular website/forum or some of them, however, has 
been done before and the major deficiency is that such result is very weak in 
representing the big picture. As there are some recent studies in this strand, their 
findings can actually be reviewed and used. However, a user-centered study 
concentrating on their forum usage and media usage is sparse. The researcher believes 
an empirical study is essential in understanding the impact of the Internet in China. In 
addition, such an approach will also be more feasible in operation. Thus in this study, 
approaches of the second strand were adopted. The study tries to study Chinese net 
users’ choices of information sources. Specifically, two major approaches were used 
in this research: a survey on Chinese net users and the use of semi-structured 
interviews online. 
Each method has its own strengths and limitations. A major strength of survey 
methodology is its ability to collect a full range of data variability that exists in the 
target population. And survey research is particularly suited for measuring behavioral 
indicators and attitudinal attributes (Chu & Ju, 1993). Thus the survey method is 
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selected as a major approach in this study. However, survey research is not free from 
bias generated from sampling procedures, respondents etc. It is also weak at 
establishing causal relationships. Statistics generated from survey research reflects the 
micro situation while providing little indication of values and experiences of actual 
people (Gamble, 2002). Qualitative interviews, however, provide much richer insights 
that reflect diversified values and experiences or underlying motivations etc. 
Semi-structured interviews with relatively open and loose topic guides especially 
encourage two-way communication between the researcher and the interviewees. 
Unlike survey research that seeks generality and a full range of data, qualitative 
interviews seek to include diverse situations with deep exploration.    
A combination and creative usage of these two approaches in this study aims to 
make the best of them. Such a combination of different research methods is called 
triangulation, which was used in social sciences largely to describe multiple 
data-collection methods designed to investigate the same phenomenon or a single 
concept (Berg, 2001). There are two major advantages to using this triangulation 
research methodology. First, by combining different research methods, researchers are 
able to obtain rich data from different sides, so as to form a better picture of the 
phenomenon. As Knafl and Breitmayer (1989) suggested, “multiple data collection 
techniques contribute to the completeness function of triangulation by providing 
explanatory insights about data from varying sources (pp.234-5).” Second, 
triangulation is also a means of mutual confirmation of measures and validation of 
findings that offsets the threats to validity in each method (Jick 1983; Knafl & 
Breitmayer, 1989).   
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1.4  Thesis Structure 
 
Chapter 2 of this thesis will start with an introduction of the original concept of 
the public sphere. It will briefly introduce the criticism of the notion from different 
perspectives including feminist historians and communication scientists. It will also 
discuss the role of media about which Habermas has different views from many 
postmodern critics. By rethinking the notion of public sphere and its transformation in 
modern social context, basic structural elements of the public sphere will be extracted. 
A literature review on how previous studies discuss the Internet and the public sphere 
will also be given in this chapter. Finally, the following questions are to be addressed: 
in this so-called authoritarian country where the regime and culture are completely 
different from the western society, can the theory of public sphere be applied and if so, 
to what extent? 
In Chapter 3, I will first provide some basic information on the development of 
the Internet in China, laying out the foundation for further discussion. A brief 
overview of the history of the Internet’s development in China from the beginning 
until year 2002 will be given. It will also explain why the Chinese government made 
an early decision in introducing the Internet and encouraged its development, unlike 
other authoritarian countries like Cuba and North Korea. Finally previous studies that 
show how Chinese net users use the Internet and their general attitudes toward the 
Internet will be introduced. 
Chapter 4 reports both the survey design and survey results. The social 
backgrounds and reasons behind the survey findings is also discussed. Chapter 5 
reports both the interview findings and how the interviews are conducted. Discussion 
sections are integrated into the interview findings.   
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Chapter 6 is the concluding part of the whole thesis. It will give an overall 
conclusion of the thesis. In addition, limitations of the study and suggestions for 
future research are also included in this chapter. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
In this chapter, the theoretical framework of this thesis—the public sphere will be 
discussed. First, after briefly introducing the original concept of the public sphere by 
Habermas, we will focus on the transformation of the public sphere and the role of 
media in the modern social context. Then we will examine the existing literature on 
the Internet’s potential or ability to extend or enhance the public sphere. Finally we 
will discuss the criticism this theory faced and how the theory evolved.  
2.1 Concept of the Public Sphere 
 
Habermas (1989) defined the public sphere as a part of social life where citizens 
could have uncoerced conversation oriented toward common good and thus form 
public opinions. This public sphere comes into being when people gather to discuss 
issues of political concern.  
The term “public” originated from the ancient Greeks’ distinction between the 
“private” which refers to family or household and the “public”. In Habermas’s major 
work The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989), he argues that the 
development of mercantile capitalism in the sixteenth century and an emerging state 
system of political power brought about a new social context so that the meaning of 
“public” and “private” realms shifts. He then distinguished the bourgeois public 
sphere from the institutions of the state and of the market. This bourgeois public 
sphere is one in which the state power was confronted with unconstrained criticism. 
Habermas developed this idea from a description of a historical period during the late 
eighteenth century in England when coffee houses, societies and salons became the 
center of public debate. He then drew from this situation an ideal state of a public 
sphere where people could exchange their views like they are equals without any 
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constraints. This public sphere is central to creating and maintaining a democratic 
society.  
Although the theory of the public sphere is the bourgeois public sphere developed 
under particular social conditions, it has basic elements which are structural to the 
public sphere and are not subject to change. Before any further conclusions can be 
drawn, we need to extract these basic elements of the public sphere from Habermas’s 
original exposition. First of all, the public sphere needs a forum which is universally 
accessible at best or accessible to all parties that might be affected by the public 
discourse at least. Second, the public sphere should allow uncoerced rational debate or 
discussion. A large variety of ideas can be exchanged in the forum freely and there 
should be no restrictions on topics. Third, the content of the conversation should 
center largely on public interests. For example, it could include discussions which 
critically check on government policy. Finally, people participating in the public 
sphere should disregard the social status and identities of others. 
Habermas’ description of the ideal state of a public sphere might be a utopian 
vision which has never been achieved and might never be reached in contemporary 
world. Thus, our concern about the public sphere should focus on any developments 
that tend to best approximate and achieve the ideal public sphere. These few structural 
characteristics of the public sphere might be used as indications of the Internet’s 
functions as the public sphere in this study. And the justification in using this concept 
in this study should be based on its normative value. 
2.2 Rethinking the Public Sphere 
 
Today, when the western societies where the public sphere took form in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have entered the late-capitalist period, the current 
social surroundings are completely different from those in the eighteenth century. The 
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public sphere is now expressed in a different way. That is why it is necessary to 
rethink the public sphere in our modern social context. The social transformation most 
relevant to the notion of public sphere that we must pay most attention to can be 
summarized as follows: 
First, the political economy of the public sphere needs to be critically analyzed. 
Habermas’s original exposition of the public sphere was mainly dominated and 
monopolized by the bourgeoisie.  However, the capitalist system today clearly 
differs significantly from the eighteenth century system. As Verstraeten (1996) 
pointed out, the bourgeois public sphere studied by Habermas was grafted on to 
organized capitalism, but today the public sphere is more and more “disorganized”, 
with growing mediatization and “decentring of identity”, whose political and cultural 
contours have barely been studied (pp.359).   
Second, the traditional media fall short of ideal from the original model of the 
public sphere. It is due mainly to the various forms of state censorship, and also 
market forces, concentration of ownership and dependence upon advertising revenue. 
In addition, genuinely public access to the traditional media is actually very small, 
leaving the current traditional media poor representatives of the public sphere. As one 
of the essential elements in the ideal model of the public sphere, the role of the media 
and its changes are important and will be canvassed later.  
Third, the developments in ICTs and new media should also be taken into 
account to analyze transformation of the public sphere. These developments 
reconstitute space-time relations and radically redraw the boundary between the 
private and the public sphere. Rheingold (1993) promoted the Utopian vision of the 
electronic agora brought about by new media and ICTs. He believes that these 
developments of technology, “if properly understood and defended by enough citizens, 
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does have democratising potential in the way that alphabets and printing presses had 
democratising potential” (p.279).  
Finally, the boundaries between the “public” and the “private” have also shifted 
in our modern society. Habermas held the view that private group interests belong to 
the “private” sphere and bourgeois public sphere is restricted to matters of public 
interest. This interpretation, according to some critics, is too narrow and static (Sparks, 
2001; Dahlgren and Sparks, 1991). And it is apparently not acceptable today.  
2.3 Critiques of the Public Sphere Theory 
 
Habermas’s original model of the ideal public sphere, despite its potential 
relevance to modern society, still faces many criticisms. In order to understand the 
public sphere theory comprehensively, we need to highlight following criticism here.  
Foremost among these is criticism from feminist historians. Criticisms from the 
feminists most frequently focused on the concept’s gender bias. In Habermas’s 
account of the English coffee houses where the educated elite dominates the public 
discourse, women and grassroots people such as workers and peasants were 
apparently excluded from this public sphere. Ryan (1992) wrote that,  
“Women were patently excluded from the bourgeois public sphere, that ideal 
historical type Habermas traced to the eighteenth century, and were even read 
out of the fiction of the public by virtue of their ideological consignment to a 
separate realm called the private (p.260).” 
 
Another feminist historian Landes (1988) argued that the creation of the 
bourgeois public sphere was from its inception intrinsically masculine, and that the 
exclusion of women from the public sphere has made the model in practice fall short 
of ideal. The exclusion of women from the public sphere is based on a deeply rooted 
assumption that politics are masculine matters while females are more inclined 
towards frivolous talk in the private domain. 
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Today Habermas (1992) has noticed the neglect of women in his theory. He 
accepted that the exclusion of women had brought some structural differences in the 
theory. He pointed out that the public sphere is articulated in discourses that also 
provided areas of common ground for the excluded feminist movement. He further 
argued that contact with the feminist movements “in turn transformed these 
discourses and the structures of the public sphere itself from within”(p. 421-461). He 
wrote:  
“I must confess, however, that only after reading Mikhail Bakhtin's great book 
Rabelais and His World have my eyes become really open to the inner dynamics 
of a plebeian culture ……Only a stereoscopic view of this sort reveals how a 
mechanism of exclusion that locks out and represses at the same time calls forth 
countereffects that cannot be neutralized. If we apply the same perspective to the 
bourgeois public sphere, the exclusion of women from this world dominated by 
men now looks different than it appeared to me at the time (Habermas 
1992:427).” 
 
Some scholars, however, focused their criticism on the theory of the public 
sphere in its definition of the “public” and “private”. Habermas held the view that 
private group interests belong to the “private” sphere and the bourgeois public sphere 
is restricted to matters of public interest. This interpretation, according to some critics, 
is a non-political and static view. As Fraser (1992) pointed out, Habermas excluded 
the household and the economy from the public sphere.  
In response, Habermas agreed that the realm of private life includes family, 
neighborly contacts and that all sorts of informal relations are simultaneously 
transformed in the long-term course of urbanization, bureaucratization etc. However, 
he also argued that, 
“I am interested here not in the empirical aspects (which need to be 
supplemented) of this structural transformation of the circumstances of life 
experience but in the theoretical point of view from which I described at the time 
the changing status of the private sphere (Habermas, 1992: p.434).”  
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Many communication scholars (for example, Garnham 1992; Warner 1992) 
focused their concern on Habermas’s almost complete incorporation of the Frankfurt 
School’s critique of mass culture and doubted his understanding of the mass media in 
the modern society. Communication researchers pointed out that Habermas’s model 
of the public sphere neglects all other forms of communicative actions that do not lead 
to consensus, for example, distorted communication in which the original message 
has been distorted by the noise in transmission and the receiver has not interpreted it 
properly. In addition, Habermas drew a sharp distinction between political 
information and entertainment content and neglects the rhetorical and playful aspects 
of communicative action. This point is of importance in thinking about the role of the 
mass media in contemporary democracies, as argued by Garnham (1992). Habermas’s 
view about mass media today, however, has also changed a lot since he first 
established the theory of the public sphere. The details will be elaborated in part 2.4 
of this chapter. 
There are still some other critics who have pointed out that Habermas’s theory of 
the public sphere neglects the development of a plebeian public sphere alongside the 
bourgeois public sphere. Habermas (1992) responded to this criticism that “it is wrong 
to speak of one single public”(p.424). He argued his public sphere model could 
accommodate a detailed internal differentiation of the bourgeois public, however, he 
believed that “a different picture emerges if from the very beginning one admits the 
coexistence of competing public spheres (Habermas, 1992: p.425).”  
2.4 Media and the Public Sphere 
 
As mentioned above, the role of the media is fundamental to the model of the 
public sphere. In Habermas’s original historical narrative of the public sphere, the 
media of the eighteenth century of England including newspapers, books and 
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pamphlets played a crucial role. He considered this interaction and communication 
between the media and people a rational and dialogic process which would lead to a 
consensus.   
However, as of today, Habermas argued that the bourgeois public sphere declined 
in the context of advanced industrial capitalism when the commercial concern of the 
press made it degrade from once a forum for rational-critical debate to PR, advertising, 
and entertainment. The prevalence of the culture of consumerism erodes the critical 
functions of the public (Dahlgren, 1995). Habermas claimed that it was the 
“refeudalization of the public sphere”. Of course, by speaking of “refeudalization”, 
Habermas does not really mean that modern society has returned to the feudal Middle 
Ages. But rather, he believed that it had therefore caused a merging of the state and 
society, public and private sphere which approximates conditions in the feudal state, 
and a return of elements of representative publicity. 
This claim of “refeudalization of the public sphere” by Habermas certainly has its 
weakness. As Thompson (1995) argued, it tends to assume that the recipients of 
media products are relatively passive consumers and ignores the new forms of 
interaction and communication created by new media technology. It is fairly clear that 
in today’s mediated politics, although politicians increasingly attempt to manage the 
media through ways such as public relations, the mass media have also enhanced 
power in influencing politicians as well (Thompson, 1990).  
Verstraeten (1996) made another important point in opposition to the 
“refeudalization” claim by Habermas. He argues that instead of speaking of a “return” 
to the phenomena in England in the 18th century, we need to actualize the concept of 
the public sphere in accordance with our modern social context, and that the public 
sphere is increasingly brought about in a “mediatized” way (p.349).  
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Mediated politics, as explained by some scholars (Bennett, Entman 2001), 
stressed the importance of mediated political communication, which has been central 
to politics and political life in our modern society and serves important functions in 
the contemporary public sphere. It provides information through a variety of media 
programs including news and entertainment, stimulates conversations on social or 
political issues, and offers a selection of sources of ideas and opinions that the 
audience may choose to follow or reject in social and political thinking. Modern 
democratic politics thus have “reached the point where governance, along with a host 
of a related processes such as opinion formation, could not occur in their present 
forms without various uses of media (Bennett & Entman 2001: p.1). ” 
Generally, most of the critics hold the view that today’s media constitutes a 
separate but restrictive social space for the public sphere. Dahlgren (2001) argued that 
mass media today has made current affairs throughout the world available to most 
citizens and it has also become the key source of information as well as forums of 
speech for much of the discussion among citizens and thus it qualifies as the public 
sphere. However, he also admitted that since the mass media are driven by market 
forces and commercial interests, only a small portion of the mass media’s output 
concerns journalism and the public sphere.    
However, it is clear that Habermas’s theory of the public sphere evolved as his 
work developed. Habermas (1992) seems to take a less pessimistic and militant 
assessment of the mass media and the public sphere than before. He compared the 
worldwide diffusion effects of the mass media today with the revolutionary effects 
generated by physical presence of the masses demonstrating in the squares and streets 
in the nineteenth century and concluded that the mass media today have a significant 
impact on many dimensions of our world today. However, he still held reservations 
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toward mass media by arguing that mass media have contradictory effects in many 
dimensions with regard to the public sphere. In Habermas's view, when mass media 
turns away from the concerns of citizens and makes presentation of politics into a 
show, the mass media closes important access to the public sphere and political life.  
Further, in response to the study dealing with the impact of electronic media on 
the public sphere, Habermas agreed that the newly-emerged electronic mass media 
removed the barriers of space. He concluded that “there is considerable evidence 
attesting to the ambivalent nature of the democratic potential of a public sphere whose 
infrastructure is marked by the growing selective constraints imposed by electronic 
mass communication” (Habermas 1992:p.457). The removal of the traditional barrier 
of time and space posed by electronic media thus has a potential influence on existing 
power structures.    
2.5 The Internet as a Public Sphere 
 
By examining the inherent structural characteristics of the Internet, one would 
notice that the online space provided by the Internet does resemble what the public 
sphere requires. First, the Internet offers vast spaces for net users to visit and 
participate, and even opportunities to generate new spaces and communities by 
launching chat rooms, news groups and websites etc. Second, the Internet currently 
remains largely unregulated. Experiences and opinions can be exchanged freely on the 
Internet more than on any conventional media. And it is easier for marginalized 
groups to have their own voice on the net. Third, the anonymous nature of the Internet 
brackets off the status and identities of the net users.        
As Poster (2001) argued, it is particularly appropriate to frame the issue of the 
political nature of the Internet in relation to the concept of the public sphere because 
of the spatial metaphor associated with the term. Soon after the rise of the Internet, 
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Rheingold (1993) first came up the idea in his book The Virtual Communities, that 
the Internet could revitalize the public sphere. Until now, there is already a 
considerable amount of existing literature on the Internet’s potential or ability as a 
public sphere.  
Besides Rheingold’s work, more recent works include Kellner (1998) and 
Dahlgren (2001).  These scholars, although varying from each other in their ideas, at 
least generally agree that some aspects of the Internet give hope to the public sphere. 
However, there is a discernable trend that the more recent the work is, the more 
reserved it is about the Internet’s potential as a public sphere.  Rheingold’s idea that 
the Internet could help citizens revitalize democracy or lure us into an attractively 
packaged substitute for democratic discourse is now to some degree seen as a utopian 
vision. Kellner (1998) contended that the Internet could extend the public sphere by 
rational-critical discourse that enables the formation of public opinion, and he 
believed that this public opinion would influence government’s decision-making 
process. Dahlgren (2001) however, although agreeing that the Internet does have the 
potential as a public sphere, argued that the opportunities of the Internet are offered 
mostly for the motivated. Dahlberg (2001), reached the conclusion that the Internet 
facilitates an expansion of the public sphere, but also pointed out that observations of 
cyber-discourse show that the quality of such discourse falls short of the requirements 
of public sphere model.  
However, what most of these works shared in common is that they usually 
reached their conclusions through comparing the structure of the Internet or the nature 
of online discourse with the model of the public sphere at a general level. Dahlberg 
(2001), for example, raised six requirements as a set of normative conditions of the 
public sphere, and then compared the nature of online discourse with these conditions 
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to see if online discourses fit into these settings. Hunter (1998) considered the public 
sphere as a linear model and isolated four components, namely news media, 
conversations, public opinion formation, and participation. He then examined 
traditional notions of each of these components and then commented on how the 
Internet is impacting them. Less research has been carried out from the perspective of 
user pattern analysis. And previous research that is restricted to a specific area or 
context is also sparse. In fact, user pattern analysis is central to the study because the 
adoption and impact of the new technology is strongly shaped by certain social 
conditions. That is why the same technology in different regions and different periods 
might have different implications to the society. O'Donnell’s research in Ireland is a 
typical example. O’Donnell (2001) analyzed the quantitative survey results of how 
Irish net users use the Internet using the framework of the public sphere. She found 
that traditional media are still preferred sources of news and interest in information on 
the Internet and participation in online discussions was overwhelmingly from 
respondents from the upper middle class. Thus she reached the conclusion that the 
Internet will not shift existing patterns of communication, media consumption and 
social relations in the Irish public sphere in the foreseeable future. However, such 
research is sparse, especially in the context of China.  
2.6 The Relevance of Public Sphere Theory to Contemporary China 
 
It has been questioned whether China ever had a public sphere or civil society in 
its history. And some even doubted if the notion of the public sphere could be applied 
to China context which is fundamentally different from west European society. 
Many scholars believed that the term ”public sphere” can be flexible enough to 
applied to the Chinese society. Rankin (1993) tried to adapt the public sphere to 
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Chinese social context, rather than just mechanically borrowing Habermas’s model of 
the public sphere. She argued,  
“Given the wide range of the term and the use of ‘public’ outside of Western 
contexts, one may conceive of the public sphere as a broad category and treat 
Habermas’s model as one specific manifestation. Even if the details of the 
bourgeois public sphere do not fit Chinese history, the idea of intermediate 
arenas in which open, public initiatives are undertaken by both officials and the 
populace seems useful in understanding relationships between the two (p.161).” 
 
Rankin (1993) then concluded that from the late Ming dynasty period onward, 
there was a continuous and slowly developing public sphere in China involving both 
state and social power (p.158). Huang (1993) further argued that instead of adhering 
to the dichotomous opposition between state and society in the original concept of the 
public sphere, we should employ a trinary conception of “the third realm” in which 
the public sphere is made (p.216). In contemporary China, he argued that this third 
realm was brought about by the collective era and reform era that created a third space 
between the state and society (p.232-235). A more recent study by Gu (1998), 
however, argued that the public sphere in contemporary Chinese society is 
characterized by plural institutionalism.  
These researchers, however, were more concerned with the development of social 
organizations while ignoring the communication of speech and exchange of opinions 
that also formed and extended the public sphere. Actually it is important to carry out 
research in this field, as open and legal speech as well as opinion exchange can only 
exist by affiliating to certain legal social organizations and are thus closely related 
(Liang, 2001).  
In today’s China where there is a rising market economy and an accompanying 
bourgeoisie, scholars’ speculations seem to be increasingly focused on the 
development of a democratic public sphere and media sphere. It is manifested in the 
large amount of research literature and documents about intellectual as well as 
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proletariat’s appeal and struggle for press freedom. Press freedom has become a major 
issue that people asked for in the student and the mass movements of 1989 in China6. 
As argued by Sun (2001), press freedom follows the same trends that govern the 
development of civilization and the democratic process. With the media reform in 
China7 and development of new media technology, their impact on Chinese civil 
society and the public sphere issue is worth exploring while established research is 
sparse.      
2.7 Conclusion 
 
Despite the criticisms that the theory of the public sphere faces, the basic concept 
of the public sphere and its structural elements are still the most appropriate 
theoretical framework that can guide this study and aid the assessment of the 










                                                        
6 See Freedom of the Press Becomes the Major Issue, April 29, 1989, by Beijing University Teachers. 
In Ogden, S., Hartford, K., Sullivan, L., & Zweig, D. (Eds) China’s search for democracy: the student 
and the mass movement of 1989 N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, Inc. 
7 Press reform in China has been in process with China’s Reform and Open policy since the 1978 
Third Plenary Session of the eleventh Party Central Committee and is pushed by a new impetus in 1992 
when the Party’s fourteenth National Congress noted that effective development of the socialist market 
economy necessitates promotion of related reform in the cultural sector (Sun 2001).   
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Chapter 3: Internet Usage in China: Infrastructure and Trends 
Chapter 3 will review the literature and past research regarding Internet usage in 
China. It will provide some basic information on the Internet in China, laying out the 
foundation for further discussion. First, it will examine the development of Internet 
infrastructure in China. A brief overview of the history of the Internet development 
from its initial introduction to July 2002 when the fieldwork was conducted will be 
given.8 Then it will explain why the Chinese government insisted on introducing and 
developing the Internet, even though it is supposed to be troublesome to control. Then 
it will examine how the Chinese government controls the Internet. Finally it will 
review previous empirical studies and briefly introduce how Chinese net users use the 
Internet.  
3.1 The development of the Internet in China 
 
As in the rest of the world, the development of Internet infrastructure in China 
began from academic circles. In the year 1987, with the cooperation of Karlsruhe 
University in Germany, China set up its first computer network, named the China 
Academic Network (CANET). Professor Qian Tianbai, the leader of the CANET 
project, sent the first email from Mainland China with the content “crossing the Great 
Wall to join the world” which launched Internet usage in China. The main purpose of 
CANET was to provide support for academic and scientific research in computer 
science. The connection rate of CANET was only 300bps then. Other academic 
network connections soon sprung up. Amongst them were the Network of the Institute 
of High Energy Physics (IHEP), China Research Network (CRN) and the National 
Computing Facilities of China (NCFC) project which was funded by the World Bank. 
                                                        
8 For a more detailed history of development of the Internet in China, please refer to: China Internet 
Network Information Center. (2001). 中国互联网发展大事记 [Milestones in the development of the 
Internet in China] Retrieved from http://www.cnnic.com.cn/. Access date: May 28, 2002. 
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The CRN extended the early network to universities and research institutes located in 
Shanghai and some provinces other than Beijing. In the year 1990, Professor Qian 
Tianbai registered the domain name “CN” on behalf of China and China’s identity on 
the net was established. However, the earlier networks still had a great weakness: they 
had no direct connection to the Internet and could only connect through other 
networks in Europe or North America. China’s first request of directly joining the 
Internet in 1992 was rejected by the US government which regulated the Internet at 
that time, for the reason that the Internet embodies many information resources which 
should not be open to a socialist country.  
The situation began to change only in June 1993, when the NCFC scientists 
appealed for direct linking to the Internet in the annual meeting of INET'93 and got 
support from most experts at the meeting. This meeting helped a lot in pushing China 
to join the Internet. In 1994, China’s request was finally accepted during the 
Sino-American Federation of Scientific and Technological Cooperation meeting in 
Washington DC. The NCFC opened a dedicated circuit to the Internet through US 
based company Sprint Corporation on 20 April 1994. This was the first Chinese 
network directly connected to the Internet and China was admitted as an Internet 
wired country by the world from then on. Soon after that China set up its first web 
tour service and web server. The server for the domain name “CN” also relocated 
Germany to Beijing. The government of China began the construction of the 
commercial network CHINANET and Chinese Education and Research Net 
(CERNET) respectively in Septemper1994 and October 1994.    
The year 1995 finally proved to be the turning point. CHINANET opened the 
Internet connection service to the public in Beijing and Shanghai through the 
dedicated circuit by Sprint Corporation with a rate of 64bps. The year 1995 also 
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witnessed the extension of network infrastructure to the entire country and the setting 
of the first Bulletin Board System (BBS) in mainland China. In the year 1996, the 
CHINANET opened its service to the entire country. The first regulation on Chinese 
Internet “The regulations of Internet usage of the public computers” was also declared 
by the Chinese government in 1996.9 
It is clear that the Chinese government spared no efforts in promoting the 
infrastructure and use of the Internet in China. In April 1997, the Chinese government 
held the Informatization Work Meeting which came up with the target of the Internet 
development and listed Internet infrastructure as one of the country’s fundamental 
construction works in informatization. As one of the items in this meeting, the China 
Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC) was set up in May 1997.  CNNIC 
soon announced its first statistical report on the development of the Internet in China 
in November 1997, which reported 299,000 computers with Internet connections, 
620,000 net users, 4066 domain names under “CN”, 1500 websites, and a total of 
18.64 Mbps connection rate to the global network. Meanwhile in 1997, the four major 
network centers: CHINANET, China Science Network (CSNET), CERNET and 
China Golden Bridge Network (CHINAGBN) broke barriers and connected to each 
other.      
In the year 1998, the Ministry of Information Industry was founded to regulate 
the ICT industry and push the process of informatization. From then on the set-up of 
the basic infrastructure of Internet and related regulation organization was almost 
completed, and the development of the Internet in China was marked by 
commercialization and infrastructure upgrade. Fast growth in almost every aspect of 
Internet usage was achieved. A comparison between the early stage and current 
                                                        
9 The regulations of Internet usage of the public computers[中国公用计算机互联网国际联网管理办
法] was declared by the Ministry of Post and Telecom in April, 9, 1996 and is valid after that time.  
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situation might present a more vivid picture about the Internet development in China. 
Data used here is retrieved from the semi-year survey reports done by Chinese 
Internet Network Information Center which is official data about the usage of the 
Internet in China although some market research companies, notably IAMAsia and 
NetValue, contest these statistics and discount them by a few million less users (Tsui, 
2001). 
3.1.1 Bandwidth 
Bandwidth is crucial for a network to work fluently and for its capacity of 
holding users. It is defined as the amount of data traffic per second the network can 
process. As can be seen in Table 3.1, bandwidth growth in China accelerated 
exponentially in just five years.  














(Source: CNNIC reports, available at http://www.cnnic.com.cn)  
 
3.1.2 Computer Ownership 
Computer ownership and Internet connection fees are seen as big barriers for 
Chinese to use the Internet. However, many commercial surveys show that computers 
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are the top priority among all the appliances that Chinese families consider buying.10 
Meanwhile, the connection fees keep decreasing since more and more Internet Service 
Providers (ISP) have entered the market, thus boosting competition. In addition, the 
popular net cafes which sometimes provide Internet service at a price even cheaper 
than that at home also contributed positively to the diffusion of the Internet, especially 
in small cities and rural areas.  The following table shows a significant increase in 
computer ownership in the last five years.  
Table 3.2: Computer ownership development 
  












(Source: CNNIC reports, available at http://www.cnnic.com.cn) 
 
3.1.3 Net users 
The Chinese Internet population has reached 45 million according to CNNIC 
report. Its Internet population now exceeds Japan’s and ranks second only to the US. 
The statistics could be even bigger as some market research companies, notably 
IAMAsia and NetValue, contest that they are discounted by a few million less users. 
Nonetheless, only the CNNIC reports traced China’s Internet growth for five years 
continuously, which no other source replicates. It reported that the number of Chinese 
                                                        
10  According to the Market Survey Report by China Mainland Market Research Co. Retrieved from: 
http://www.cb.com.cn/old/asp/1404/b/1404b017.htm.Access date: August 13, 2003.  
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net users almost doubled its size in half a year’s time. Table 3.3 is a summary of the 
statistics Chinese net users in recent five years.      
Table 3.3: Growth of Chinese net users 
 
Date Number of Net Users










(Source: CNNIC reports, available at http://www.cnnic.com.cn) 
 
Although most Chinese Internet users are young and educated people 
concentrated in big cities and coastal provinces in Southeast China, a fundamental 
change has occurred in the constitution of net users in that the user group above the 
age of 35 has increased significantly and the percentage of women users approximates 
40%. In contrast, the percentage of net users with higher education or working in the 
IT sector is decreasing. In addition, the majority of net users log on to the Internet at 
home instead of at the office. Based on these facts, it is fair to conclude that the 
Internet has become more and more popular among ordinary city residents in China.  
3.1.4 Domain name and websites 
The number of domain names and websites registered under the CN domain (see 
Table 3.4) reflect the amount of online resources and their expansion in recent years. 
Conventional wisdom holds that the web is primarily for those who are 
English-literate. However, the online resources created in Chinese have mushroomed 
to a considerable amount. These websites include variant contents such as news, 
search engines, job hunting and e-commerce. And there are still other websites based 
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in Taiwan and Hong Kong in traditional Chinese. A Chinese reader now has a wide 
range of choices online.  
Table 3.4: Number of domain names and websites 
 





July 1998 9415 3700
January1999 18396 5300
July 1999 29045 9906
January 2000 48695 15153
July 2000 99734 27289
January 2001 122099 265405
July 2001 128362 242739
January 2002 127319 277100
July 2002 126146 293213
 
(Source: CNNIC reports, available at http://www.cnnic.com.cn) 
 
3.2 The Incentive of the Chinese Government 
 
Unlike some other “authoritarian” countries, the Chinese government is eager to 
improve the infrastructure and diffusion of the Internet. The economic benefits are 
obviously the most appealing incentive to the Chinese government. As recognized by 
western scholars, Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s focus on the Internet’s economic 
dividends is closely related to its interest to strengthen its governance. These are 
major incentives for the Chinese government to promote Internet use. For example, 
Hachigian (2001), explained the incentive of the Chinese government in this way: 
“The CCP (Chinese Communist Party)'s popularity now so depends on economic 
growth that its leaders are safer with the Internet than without it.”  
However, although economic dividends are the most obvious incentive, some 
other important social and historical backgrounds cannot be neglected in considering 
the Chinese government’s motivations to promote the use of the Internet. Some 
Chinese scholars have probed this issue (Zhao 1999). Zhao (1999) pointed out that the 
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global situation in the early 1990’s, including the Gulf War in which the US displayed 
its strong military force enabled by highly advanced information technology, and the 
western economic rejuvenation brought by information technology, gave strong 
impetus to China to promote information technology. Meanwhile, Chinese scholarly 
thought in the middle of 1980’s began to shift in direction from introducing various 
western philosophies and cultures to bringing in more modern and practical ideas such 
as positivism and futurism. And according to Zhao (1999), this “Enlightment of the 
Information Age” raised two meaningful ideas: technological determinism, and the 
idea of “opportunities”. The former is deeply embedded in a key lesson of modern 
Chinese history, which was essentially that “one who is lagging behind will be 
beaten”. This notion was thus easily accepted by the elite of the Chinese society. As a 
result, in the early 1990’s, “science and technology is the first productivity” become a 
popular idea. Information technology, as the new and advanced technology, was paid 
much attention. The latter idea of “opportunities” means that informatization has 
brought a good opportunity for China to narrow the gap between advanced countries 
by introducing most recent and advanced technologies directly, thus saving costs from 
pitfalls that advanced countries experienced in the early period of informatization. For 
many Chinese, informatization was seen as the key to the rejuvenation of the Chinese 
nation. To sum up, these ideas in the “Enlightment” thoughts wave had positive 
influence on the Chinese government to set up its Internet policy and explained the 
motivations of the Chinese government to push for informatization. 
3.3 The Great Firewall of China 
 
The major Internet strategy of the Chinese government is to utilize the Internet as 
well as to control its usage. As Hachigian (2001) concluded, the Chinese 
government’s strategy of the Internet is made up of three parts – by providing 
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economic growth and some personal freedoms, managing the Internet's risks, and 
harnessing its potential. This strategy, according to Hachigian, will be effective for 
some time for maintaining authority in a networked society. Recent and further 
research has also concluded that China has successfully promoted and utilized the 
Internet completely within a Communist framework of centralized control of 
information and activities online (Kluver & Qiu 2003). 
As the infrastructure of the network develops in China, the regulation of the 
Internet from the Chinese government has also increased. The Ministry of Information 
Industry (MII) which was set up in March 1998 was the most prominent government 
body regulating the Internet, although more than one government body is involved in 
this effort. The primary task of the MII is to plan and oversee the development of 
China’s electronics, telecommunications and electronic information industries. It is 
also responsible for laws and regulations and the coordination of China’s 
informatization.  
Currently, the Chinese government’s major practices in regulating the Internet can 
be categorized in the following three types. First, a series of regulations which deal 
with items from license approval to content censorship were set up. Second, websites 
which are deemed to have subversive or pornographic content are subject to be 
blocked without prior announcement or explanation. Third, a small number of 
dissidents on the Internet were arrested as “intimidation” to the others. These barriers 
that the Chinese government raised to the access of certain prohibited content are 
described officially in China as “a politically correct version of the Internet which is 
purged of pornography, political dissent and other forms of spiritual pollution” 
(Gamble, 2002: 200), but is called “the great firewall”11 in western media.   
                                                        
11 See “Skirting the Great Firewall of China”, by Alex Salkever, Business Week , July 23, 2003. 
Retrieved from: http://www.businessweek.com/technology/content/jul2002/tc20020723_1641.htm; 
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However, is the Chinese government’s regulation of the Internet effective? 
Neumann (2001) argued that “despite all this bureaucracy, or perhaps because of it, 
government regulation of the Internet has been sporadic and disorganized”. However, 
Tsui (2001) analyzes the control of the Internet in China with the theoretical 
framework of Lessig which states four modalities of control: the law, architecture, 
social norms and the market. Tsui (2001) then concluded that “current measures are 
quite effective in preventing users from accessing prohibited content and the 
government is certainly not powerless in its effort to control the Internet.” These 
previous studies, although arriving at different conclusions, adopted a top-down 
approach. Possibly, research from the perspective of Chinese Internet users 
themselves may shed new light on the issue. 
More recently, the Chinese government took further action to regulate the Internet. 
First, over 300 companies and organizations, including the China branch of the 
U.S.-based Yahoo!, signed a voluntary "Public Pledge on Self Discipline for China's 
Internet Industry." The pledge asks signatories to refrain "from producing, posting or 
disseminating harmful information that may jeopardize state security and disrupt 
social stability, contravene laws and regulations, and spread superstition and 
obscenity."12 Second, the Chinese government has passed a new regulation named 
“Internet Regulations on Management of Internet Publishing” which bans any online 
reports that harm national unity, sovereignty, or territorial integrity, reveal state 
secrets, endanger national security, or damage the national honor or interests.13 Third, 
                                                                                                                                                               
Also “The Great Firewall of China”, by Charles R. Smith, Retrieved from: 
http://www.newsmax.com/archives/articles/ 2002/5/17/25858.shtml, Retrieved Date: 12, August, 2003 
12 Source: Net portals pledge to axe 'subversive content', in South China 
Morning Post, Tuesday, July 16, 2002 Retrieved from: 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/chineseinternetresearch/message/748. Access date: 29/09/2002. 
 
13  Source: The Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) Report, CHINA: New regulations require 
Internet companies to censor news, Retrieved from: 
http://www.cpj.org/news/2002/China15july02na.html .Access date: 29/09/2002.  
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it blocked the popular search engines Google and AltaVista on Sep.1, 2002. The 
effects of these new regulations remain to be seen.14 
3.4 Previous Empirical Research 
 
Along with the Internet’s development in China has been an increasing number of 
studies about how Chinese net users use the Internet. Among them, the semi-annual 
surveys by CNNIC are best known. By using the methodology of strata sampling and 
multi-stage sampling, the CNNIC survey targets the whole nation’s online population 
and reports the profile of Chinese net users on the whole. It also reports the online 
behavior of Chinese net users using a comparatively rough categorization (for 
example, sending/receiving emails, online shopping, information collection etc). 
However, the CNNIC survey research mainly focuses on the macrosituation and 
infrastructure of the Internet development in China such as websites and computer 
ownership statistics. 
There are also some market research studies for commercial purposes which are 
mainly targeted at Chinese net users’ online behavior and attitudes. For example, the 
“Survey Report on Chinese Internet Users’ Online Behavior and Attitudes” (CIUA 
2000)15 explored the impact of the Internet on Chinese net users’ usage of the 
traditional mass media and media trade offs of net users and non-net users. It also 
explored how Chinese net users retrieve information from the Internet and the content 
they are most interested in. However, these commercial studies tend to focus mainly 
                                                                                                                                                               
  
14 However, perhaps in response to the pressure by both domestic and abroad, the block of Google was 
lifted on Sep, 12, 2002. See report: China ends block on Internet's Google by the Associated Press, 
published Sep 13, 2002. Retrieved from: http://www.startribune.com/stories/789/3228776.html. Access 
date: 30/09/2002 
 
15 CIUA2000 is the simplified name of this research project done by Gallup Consulting Co. and CCID 
consulting (a local Chinese company based in Beijing). Retrieved from: 
http://report.consult.ccidnet.com/ user1.htm. Access date: 04/06/2003.  
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on the commercial potential of the Internet in China such as the net users’ attitudes 
towards e-commerce etc.    
Academic research on the social impact of the Internet in China is limited, 
especially empirical ones from Internet users’ perspective. Most of the empirical 
research on net users was carried out in metropolitan areas such as Beijing, Shanghai, 
and Hong Kong where net users are concentrated. For example, Zhu & He (2002)’s 
study in the Hong Kong region, examines the adoption, use, and social impact of the 
Internet in Hong Kong using a chain process model that was initially developed by 
Dutton, Rogers, and Jun (1987) for research on home computing. It showed that 
Internet use is primarily affected by socioeconomic status and perceived compatibility. 
However, Zhu & He (2002) concluded that the adoption and use of the Internet do 
have some discernible impact on users, but “The impact of the Internet is not 
overarching but rather confined to certain attitudinal and behavioral responses.” In 
another study conducted by the same authors in 2002, the impact of the Internet on 
value orientation in Mainland China was explored. The researchers collected data 
from a survey on 2000 residents in Guangzhou and Beijing which tested the impact of 
access to the Internet and other sources of information, perceived credibility of the 
Internet and conventional media, and cognitive sophistication of Chinese audiences 
on the choice of rival value orientations such as Communism, Materialism, and 
Post-materialism. This study revealed that participation in online chatting had some 
correlation with value orientation. But generally it found weak evidence for the 
impact of the Internet on value orientation.  
In addition, previous research in the great China region also included some studies 
in the region of Taiwan. Some researchers from Taiwan examined net users’ online 
behavior patterns from a cultural perspective and reached the conclusion that “in 
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Taiwan, the Internet as a medium may indeed be ‘global’. Yet the user continues to 
live within the ‘local’, the ‘place’ one relates to, where his/her needs and desires are 
generated, and where one feels a sense of belonging (Liu, Day, Sun, & Wang, 2002).”  
Empirical research on the social impact of the Internet in mainland China is sparse. 
The study on the Internet’s social impact by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
(CASS) in 2001 is the most prominent one16. The CASS survey was carried out in 
five cities including Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Chengdu and Changsha in 2001. 
It aimed to measure the characteristics of the Chinese net population and find out the 
impact of the Internet in interpersonal communications, mass media usage as well as 
views and behavior of net users. The most important hypothesis in this study is that 
the use of the Internet makes people more open-minded. The results of the study 
showed that net users appear to be much more open-minded than non-net users. 
However, as the quantitative survey is very weak at eliminating interfering factors and 
setting up causal relationships, it is hard to conclude that the Internet is able to make 
people more open-minded. Nonetheless, the CASS survey study provides many 
important findings that lay the foundation for our research, which can be summarized 
as follows:  
3.4.1 Homogeneous Chinese Net Users  
 
The CASS study reveals that Chinese net users were highly homogeneous. They 
were mostly young, male high school students or city residents with high income and 
high educational level, working mostly in the management or industry of science, 
technology and education. This result is highly consistent with the CNNIC survey 
results.  
                                                        
16 According to the CASS Survey Report (2001), the CASS study is the first systematic empirical 
research on the social impact of the Internet in China.  
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The above characteristics of Chinese net users give us at least two insights. First, 
the Internet is still largely dominated by the elite class or the new emerging middle 
class of the Chinese population. Since these people usually possess more economic, 
social or political resources, the Internet’s influence in China could not simply be 
assessed based on the number of people who have access to the Internet. Second, the 
homogeneous characteristics of the Chinese online population means that research 
results from a major city or a major online population can be representative of the 
whole online population.   
3.4.2 Localness Greater Than Globalness   
 
The CASS survey found out that although the Internet is a medium that 
transcends conventional borders, Chinese net users still prefer the “local” to the 
“global”. For example, Chinese net users simply spent most of their time (75.82%) on 
Chinese websites based in mainland China, and much less time (14. 54%) on overseas 
Chinese websites. The top portal websites for Chinese net users are almost all 
mainland websites including sina, netease, 163, sohu etc. All these prove that, similar 
to the Taiwan researchers’ findings of Taiwan net users (Liu, Day, Sun, & Wang, 
2002), mainland Chinese net users also live within the locality instead of venturing 
into the global Internet. 
3.4.3 Users’ Poor Trust in Online Information Sources 
 
The CASS survey also found out that Chinese net users seem to have a low 
degree of trust online. Of information in the bulletin boards, chatrooms, emails and 
online advertisements, emails had the highest degree of trust with more than one third 
of net users considering it reliable. Information in chatrooms received the lowest 
degree of trust, with only a total of 13% people considering it reliable or somewhat 
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reliable. As far as news resources are concerned, Chinese net users generally believed 
in websites of conventional news media based in mainland China and portal websites 
based in mainland China. Overseas Chinese websites and foreign websites received a 
lower degree of trust from Chinese net users. However, generally, net users had more 
positive attitudes towards the Internet than non-users.     
3.4.4 The Internet VS Conventional Media Consumption 
 
It has been disputed for a long time whether the use of the Internet will cut off the 
net users’ time spent on conventional media. The CASS study showed that there was 
no evidence that Chinese net users spent less time on conventional media than non-net 
users, but users and non-users have different habits with regard to the use of 
conventional media. Specifically, non-net users rely more on TV and broadcasting for 
information while net users rely more on the Internet, books, friends and 
community/club for information. The majority of net users (60-70%) reported that 
they did not decrease the time spent on conventional mass media because of the use of 
the Internet. It implies that although the Internet has served the functions of the mass 
media in many aspects, it is far from taking the place of conventional mass media. At 
the current stage, it serves more as a supplemental means of acquiring information for 
Chinese net users.   
3.4.5 The Social Impact of the Internet  
 
The CASS survey specifically studied the impact of the Internet on people’s 
social values and ideas, i.e., whether the Internet makes Chinese net users more 
open-minded. The researchers organized some pilot studies before the survey to 
design a list for measuring degree of “open-mindedness”. The central concepts to 
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measure the degree of “open-mindedness” drawn from the pilot studies are to “accept 
and understand” different ideas and thoughts, and to “try and create” new ideas.  
The CASS survey showed that net users were more significantly open-minded 
than non-net users. Net users were not only more eager to try to understand and accept 
new ideas and thoughts, but were also more willing to learn and try new things. It 
must be noticed that a causal relationship cannot simply be established between the 
Internet and people’s values and behavior by a single survey, i.e., the Internet may not 
directly cause net users to be more open-minded. However, arguably, the survey 
suggested that the use of the Internet has some positive influence on people’s social 
open-mindedness.   
3.5 Conclusions 
 
The above overview of previous empirical research on the social impact of the 
Internet in China shows that research done on this issue is still limited. The study by 
Yang (2003) is one of the few that precisely examines the Internet’s function as a 
public sphere in China. It led to the conclusion that the Internet is a virtual public 
sphere, but not the kind envisioned by Habermas. Yang argued that if the Internet is a 
public sphere, it is one that mingles politics with play. But he reached the conclusion 
only through two cases of study. And there is still no empirical research from the 
perspective of net users that precisely examines the Internet’s function as a public 
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Chapter 4: Quantitative Research 
 
The survey methods were employed to address this thesis’ key research questions. 
In this chapter, the survey methodology will be introduced, including 
conceptualization, survey sampling and survey design, and then administration. The 
results of the survey will then be reported and discussed. 
4.1 Survey Design and Administration 
4.1.1 Target Population and Sampling Method 
 
The target population of this study is currently enrolled Chinese university 
students in Beijing and Shanghai. Using the convenience sampling method, 500 
students from five universities in Beijing and Shanghai were selected as respondents. 
The justifications for choosing university students in Beijing and Shanghai and using 
the convenience sampling method are as follows. 
First, previous studies have shown that Chinese university students constitute a 
significant part of the Chinese online population. According to the 11th CNNIC 
Statistical Survey Report on the Development of Internet in China conducted in 
January 2003, among the Chinese online population, the most significant group by 
industries/professions is students (28 percent), and the most significant age group is 
18-24 year-olds (37.3 percent). This age range is similar to that of the overwhelming 
majority of Chinese university students. The survey also showed that the majority of 
Chinese net users have a college diploma and above (56.5 percent). All the above 
information implies that Chinese university students constitute a significant 
proportion of Chinese net users to which much attention should be paid.  
Second, Chinese university students are the major constituents of the Chinese 
intellectual or elite class which means that their online activities are especially worthy 
of attention and scrutiny. Some scholars argued that China has little tradition of the 
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civil society as perceived and defined in the west (Huang, 1993, Rankin, 1993). 
However, it has also been observed that Chinese intellectuals play a key role in 
political issues in China (Calhoun, 1994, English-Lueck, 1997; Goldman, 1992; 
Kluver, 1999). As a consequence, the emerging civic discourse in China tends to be 
dominated by the Chinese intellectual class which plays a critical function in Chinese 
society (Kluver, 1999). In China, this intellectual class identified as zhishifenzi is 
technically defined as people with above secondary education, but usually refers to a 
small group of people with advanced education and who care about cultural or social 
issues (English-Leuck, 1997). According to this definition, university students are the 
key constituents of the Chinese intellectual class since university students and people 
with higher degrees represent only a small percentage of the whole population. 
Modern Chinese history has also shown that university students often stand at the 
front line of important social transitions such as the May 4th Movement.  Thus the 
use of the Internet among university students is of significant interest for 
understanding the Internet’s role as an information source and discourse forum in 
China.   
Third, university students are largely net users, and they usually reside on 
campuses. Thus it is very cost-effective to carry out a quantitative survey of university 
students. And as seen from the pilot studies, they are highly homogeneous in many 
aspects, especially in terms of online activities. Therefore, a survey on university 
students would arguably produce meaningful data.  
Finally, not only are Beijing and Shanghai the most developed Chinese 
metropolitan areas, they also have the highest concentration of net users in China 
(Data source: 11th CNNIC Statistical Survey Report on the Development of Internet 
in China, Jan 2003). Beijing as the capital as well as the political and cultural center 
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of China, and Shanghai as the economic center of China, both have the traditions of 
taking the lead in political issues and economic, social and cultural trends in China. 
Arguably, the results from these two cities could represent the trends of other areas in 
China in the near future.  
Based on these justifications, a total of 500 students from different departments at 
five Chinese universities17 in Beijing and Shanghai were then selected as respondents 
for this study. These students were approached after class with the help of lecturers 
using the method of convenience sampling. Although as a non-probability sampling 
method, the use of convenience sampling sometimes is disputable as it is weak at 
producing data of general value. However, previous studies have repeatedly shown 
that the Chinese online population is highly homogeneous. They are generally young, 
with high education and income, mostly male and are white-collar workers (Zhang & 
Jiang, 2000). Our target population, university students in the two major cities, as a 
significant portion of Chinese online population, is also a highly homogeneous group 
as shown in the survey’s pilot study. In addition, a probability sampling among 
Chinese university students would require considerable resources that are out of reach 
for this study as Beijing and Shanghai alone have more than one hundred 
universities/colleges. Thus using convenience sampling method greatly saves time 
and costs, which outweigh its disadvantages in this study. As Babbie (1990) argued, 
non-probability sampling methods may be used in survey research instead of 
probability sampling methods in situations when probability sampling would be 
prohibitively expensive and/or when precise representativeness is not necessary.       
                                                        
17 The five universities are: Beijing University, Fudan University, Renmin University, Shanghai Jiao 
Tong University, Tsinghua University. 
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The completed sample consisted of 429 students, which translates into a response 
rate of 85.8 percent, calculated using the RR118 formula of the American Association 
for Public Opinion Research.  
4.1.2 Measurements 
 
4.1.2.1 Access to alternative and official information source. 
 
The Internet as an alternative information source is the major subject of this 
research. Therefore, I sought to establish which types of websites Chinese net users 
access, how frequently they access them and their duration of access. However, 
because domestic websites are subjected to strict censorship and self-censorship and 
are largely copying news from official sources, two variables were created to measure 
the use of the Internet as an information source, i.e., access to domestic websites, and 
access to foreign and HK/Taiwan/Macau based websites. For comparison, two 
measures of exposure to traditional media were also included: the domestic media 
including newspaper, TV, radio and magazines which serve as the main official 
information sources for Chinese; foreign and HK/Taiwan/Macau based media which 
is yet another alternative information source. 
4.1.2.2 Perceived credibility of different information sources. 
 
The survey also sought to establish how Chinese net users perceive the credibility 
of different information sources, online as well as offline. The respondents were asked 
to list names of media or websites that they used most frequently, and then they were 
asked to indicate how credible they felt these information sources were, using a 
5-point Likert scale. To simplify the analysis and make comparisons more easily, the 
researcher later consolidated all the information sources they listed into the following 
                                                        
18 Response Rate 1 (RR1), or the minimum response rate, is the number of complete interviews 
divided by the number of interviews (complete plus partial) plus the number of non-interviews (refusal 
and break-off plus non-contacts plus others) plus all cases of unknown eligibility (unknown if housing 
unit, plus unknown, other).  
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categories: (a) the domestic Internet source; (b) domestic traditional media; (c) 
overseas Internet media; and (d) overseas traditional media.  
4.1.2.3 Online Forum Participation. 
The online forums studied here included Internet chat rooms, bulletin board 
systems (BBSs), user groups and any other types of forums that enable net users to 
publish their opinions and interact with other users. Net users’ participation in these 
online forums was categorized into three major variables: frequency of posting their 
personal experiences; frequency of cross-posting news; frequency of discussing 
current affairs with other people in web forums.  
4.1.2.4 Government Regulation. 
The Chinese government’s regulations of the Internet network and its online 
content are of roughly two types: content censorship and the blocking of selected 
websites with regard to the government. The effect of content censorship was mainly 
explored using qualitative interviews. As for the latter, the survey questions focused 
on net users’ perceptions of the blocking of selected websites and their attempts to 
bypass these blockings. Their attitudes to these activities and the frequency of these 
activities were measured by a 5-point Likert scale.  
4.1.2.5 Net users’ perception about the Internet’s impact 
The study also tried to explore Chinese net users’ perception of the Internet and 
its impact. It measured whether Chinese net users perceived the Internet as a global 
information source and as having free forums. To access the impact of the Internet, 
two themes were focused upon: first, the impact of the Internet on Chinese net users’ 
way of thinking, namely, whether the Internet has made Chinese net users more 
open-minded; second, the impact of the Internet on Chinese society, i.e., whether the 
Internet has made the policy-making process more transparent and whether Chinese 
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net users’ opinions are taken into account by the government. Statements were made 
and respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement using a 5-point Likert 
scale. 
4.1.3 Instrument Design 
Centering on the major themes mentioned above, the questionnaire is largely 
composed of close-ended questions. Some open-ended questions were also included 
so that the respondents could list their specific information sources freely. The 
questionnaire was designed in English and then translated into Chinese by the 
researcher. The completed questionnaires included four pages with a cover stating the 
purpose of the survey and to assure the respondents of the confidentiality of the 
information collected from the survey.  
 
Table 4.1 Themes and Variables of the Survey Questionnaire 
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The original survey questionnaire is attached as the Appendix in this thesis. 
Relations between the variables, themes and survey questions asked are shown in the 
above table.  
4.2 Survey Results 
4.2.1 Adoption and use of the Internet among university students 
 
Of the 429 respondents in the sample, 97.4 percent are net users according to 
CNNIC’s definition.19  The majority of the respondents (78.6 percent) spent more 
than one hour online per day. A significant number of respondents (31.9 percent) 
spent more than four hours online per day. Compared to the Chinese net user’s 
average time spent online (9.8 hours per week), university students were obviously 
very frequent net users. Most of the users (90 percent) cultivated the habit of reading 
news online as they thought online news offers alternative information that 
conventional domestic media can not provide (45.3 percent), and that it is more 
convenient (82.1 percent), timely (62.7 percent), and that it saves money (32.1 
percent). The reasons that university students use the Internet more often than the 
general public may include the following. First, universities usually provide open 
computer labs for students and Internet connections in student halls at campuses. This 
greatly reduces the cost to log on the Internet. Second, students might be more thirsty 
for information for study purposes or just for curiosity. Third, university students 
generally have more free time than people with jobs. Last but not least, university 
students are likely to have better linguistic and technical skills for using the Internet.    
 
 
                                                        
19 According to CNNIC’s definition, a net user is defined as someone who uses the Internet for more 
than one hour per week. 
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4.2.2 Access to alternative and official information sources 
 
The survey shows that the Internet did provide the respondents with 
alternative information sources. Many foreign conventional media reached Chinese 
net users through the Internet. As shown in the data, the respondents reported having 
visited a variety of foreign websites including the website of the Wall Street Journal, 
British newspaper The Times etc. But overseas conventional media which reach our 
respondents are still very limited in range. Most of them are international 
broadcasting media and foreign magazines such as Time and Fortune which are 
already available in China.  
However, the survey results show that domestic websites and official media 
dominated Chinese Internet users’ online and off line information sources respectively. 
The initial list of top ten most frequently visited news websites online did not include 
a foreign websites. However, considering that three of the sites in this list are 
similarly local university bulletin board systems that could be merged into a single 
category, a more accurate “top ten” list included Yahoo! (International) and the 
website of New York Times (Table 4.2). 
Table 4.2 Ten Most Frequently Visited News Websites List      
 
Rank     Name of the Website   Address                      
Number of Nominations            
1 Sina www.sina.com.cn 317 
2 Sohu www.sohu.com.cn 220 
3 Chinese Yahoo www.cn.yahoo.com 152 
4 263 www.263.net 106 
5 Xinhuanet www.xinhuanet.com 84 
6 Renminnet www.peopledaily.com.cn 68 
7 Netease www.netease.com 55 
8 NewYork Times      www.nytimes.com 54 
9 Yahoo! www.yahoo.com 507 
10* Local University 
BBS 
 307 
* local university BBS here includes three bbs (belongs to Tsinghua University, Fudan University and 
Beijing University respectively) which were originally ranked in the top ten list. Other bbs nominated 
are not included.    
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Similarly, in the “top ten” list of most frequently used conventional news media, 
official information sources also took the first eight places, leaving only two 
vacancies for overseas information sources which were occupied by Hong Kong 
based Phoenix TV channel and the Voice of America (Table 4.3). 
Table 4.3 Ten Most Frequently Used Conventional News Media 
Rank     Name of the Media          Notes                             
Number                                   of Nominations      
1 China Central TV 
Station 
The national TV station of China 294
2 Nanfang Weekly A newspaper based in Guangzhou 129
3 Phoenix Satellite TV A TV station based in Hongkong 109
4 Beijing Youth Daily A newspaper based in Beijing 73
5 China Radio 
International 
A English broadcasting station in Beijing 60
6 Global Times A newspaper based in Beijing  59
7 Titan Weekly A newspaper majored in sports news 59
8 Cankao Xiaoxi A newspaper affiliated to Xinhua News 
Agency 54
9 Voice of America A radio station based in the USA 56
10 Shanghai TV Station A TV station based in Shanghai 56
 
Language is apparently a major barrier that hinders Chinese users from accessing 
online information sources as most of the web resources are English-dominated. The 
majority of the respondents (74.6 percent) reported that they prefer to read Chinese. 
Only when the foreign news websites that they desired to visit had no Chinese version 
would 39.6 percent of the respondents then read in English (or other foreign 
languages), while 36.9 percent of the respondents reported that they would simply 
give up in such circumstances.     
4.2.3 Perceived credibility of different information sources 
 
In the four categories of (a) domestic websites; (b) domestic conventional media; 
(c) overseas Internet sources; and (d) overseas conventional media that we tried to 
compare, domestic conventional media received the highest score from the 
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respondents on a 5-point Likert scale which means that they are perceived as most 
credible and trustworthy.  
As shown below in Tables 4.4-4.7, online news resources were generally 
perceived by the respondents to be not as trustworthy as conventional media. Even 
websites run by conventional media were perceived as more trustworthy than other 
websites. This tendency applies to both international and domestic information 
sources. However, as far as the web sources are concerned, there was no significant 
difference in the perceived credibility of domestic websites as compared to overseas 
websites.   
It is worth mentioning that although overseas conventional media received the 
second highest score only after domestic conventional media, the two media studied 
here show very significant differences: VOA received the lowest score in all the 
online and offline sources here while Phoenix TV received the highest score overall.    
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4.2.4 Online Forum/Chat Room Participation 
 
The results show that the majority of the respondents (89.3 percent) did take 
advantage of online forums by reading news or essays relating to current affairs 
posted by others, and sometimes some of them even contributed to these online 
forums by cross-posting articles, made comments or expressed opinions on current 
affairs in the forums or discussed the issues with others in chat rooms. These people 
shall be referred to as “active users” of online forums. Table 4.8 illustrates the 
percentage of these active users. It shows that 9.4 percent reported that they often or 
sometimes cross-posted articles on online forums; 15.4 percent of respondents often 
or sometimes posted their own comments or opinions on online forums; and 6.6 
percent of respondents often or sometimes discussed current affairs with others in chat 
rooms. However, most of the respondents did nothing more than keep silent on net 
forums: 62.4 percent reported that they never cross-posted in online forums; 64.8 
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percent reported that they never discussed current affairs in chat rooms; and 47 
percent reported that they never posted any comments or opinions in online forums. In 
conclusion, the active participants of online forums and chat rooms were obviously 
the absolute minority.   
 
Table 4.8. Online Forum Participation  
 
4.2.5 Government Regulation 
 
The results show that most of the respondents were aware of the blocking of 
selected websites by the government: 55.1 percent had experiences finding their 
desired news websites blocked. However, not many of them would attempt to bypass 
the blockings through using proxies or other means: 52.5 percent said that they never 
tried to do so while only 8.9 percent said that they often did so.  
4.2.6 Net users’ Perception about the Internet’s Impact 
 
The survey finds that the respondents had a positive attitude towards the Internet 
in terms of its impact on providing information sources and free speech forums. An 
overwhelming majority (82.6 percent) of them agreed or somewhat agreed that the 
Internet is a free space for expressing opinions. The majority (77.7 percent) of them 





Post Opinions or 
Comments 
Discuss Current Affairs 
in Chat Rooms 
Often 2.6% 5.0% 1.6% 
Sometimes 6.8% 10.4% 5.0% 
Occasionally 28.2% 37.6% 28.7% 
Never 62.4% 47.0% 64.8% 
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resources which makes them more open-minded. In addition, most of them (64.6 
percent) agreed or somewhat agreed that the discussions and debates on web forums 
help them to find out the truth or to have new ideas about current affairs.  
However, the survey also finds that generally the respondents do not hold a 
positive attitude towards the impact of the Internet on the government. 62.4 percent of 
the respondents said that they disagreed or somewhat disagreed with the statement 
that “the opinions expressed by the net users on the web forums will have some 
impact on the government’s policy making”. Only 24.1 percent of the respondents 
agreed or somewhat agreed with the above statement and 13.5 percent of the 
respondents were undecided. 
4.3 Findings and Discussion 
4.3.1 Domination of Local Information 
 
From the survey results reported above, it is very clear that local information 
dominate the information sources of Chinese net users even though the Internet has 
made global alternative information sources readily available for them. Technical and 
social, cultural factors should all be considered when studying this phenomena.  
Technical factors that hinder Chinese net users from using global information 
sources include the linguistic factor and other technical problems. As the survey 
shows, the majority of Chinese respondents prefer to read Chinese and many would 
just give up surfing some websites when they do not have Chinese versions. Modern 
Chinese university students are generally literate in English as they are taught English 
from secondary or primary schools until university and English has always been an 
important subject which counts a lot in their school results. However, even this group 
of people still face great challenges in reading and writing in English, let alone the 
general public. This language barrier significantly discourages Chinese net users from 
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making use of global information sources.  Other technical reasons, for example, the 
limited bandwidth which caused the slow transmission speed of websites, especially 
those using foreign servers, also greatly discourage Chinese net users from accessing 
foreign websites. Software incompatibility may also be another barrier.    
However, social and cultural factors might be the major reasons that cause 
Chinese net users to rely on local information sources. As previous researchers have 
found, “the information most avidly sought by Chinese Internet users was not 
information about the outside world, but primarily information about China itself, 
news about things taking place around them and possibly impacting their lives (Liu, 
Day, Sun, Wang, 2002).” Since domestic information sources undoubtedly contain 
most local information about China and may impact net users’ lives, it is not 
surprising that they are more attractive to Chinese net users. Foreign information 
sources that receive comparatively high usage, for example, the New York Times and 
the VOA are major, comprehensive news and information sources that often include 
reports about China.   
4.3.2 Inconsistent Attitudes toward Alternative Information Sources 
 
It seems ironic that Chinese net users hold very inconsistent attitudes toward 
alternative information sources. The survey shows that Chinese net users do make use 
of the Internet to access some alternative information sources. Some previous studies 
also showed that there is evidence Chinese net users often access overseas BBSs 
(Yang, 2002). Although alternative information sources are not really their main 
avenues for acquiring most information for knowledge and daily life as discussed in 
the earlier section, it may be safe to conclude that alternative information, especially 
that acquired from the Internet, are gradually becoming indispensable. However, 
when Chinese net users seem to acquire alternative information actively both online 
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and offline, they regard the alternative information which they obtain as 
untrustworthy or not as trustworthy as conventional information sources such as the 
domestic media. The case of VOA is a typical example. It is one of the most 
frequently used conventional media of the respondents. However, it received a 
dramatically low score in the degree of trustworthiness.  
This inconsistent attitude of Chinese net users may be explained by the following 
reasons. First, although domestic or local information sources satisfy most of the 
information needs of Chinese net users, the extreme censorship makes some topics 
perpetually taboo, and the published content tend to appear biased and lacking in 
objectivity. As a result, net users who are more concerned about these issues than the 
general public are actively seeking alternative information. Second, the alternative 
information sources, however, are still limited in range given the linguistic and 
technical barriers discussed earlier. Some overseas Chinese websites and some 
foreign media set up for deliberate propaganda purposes have thus become popular 
among Chinese net users as they are tailored to the needs of the Chinese people. For 
example, such websites usually have Chinese versions or articles using simple English. 
However, these information sources are sometimes not reliable. Take VOA again as 
an example. It often reports wrong and misleading information at critical moments 
citing anonymous officials from the Chinese government etc. This naturally lowers 
the perception of the credibility of the alternative information sources. An in-depth 
interview conducted in 2000 on 100 Chinese university students revealed that most of 
the interviewees strongly doubted on what VOA reports. 20  Third, the official 
education system and the official media that influenced the Chinese net users for a 
long time may have formed a stereotype in their minds. Consequently, when they read 
                                                        
20 see “Two Images of the USA in 100 University Students’ Eyes” (一百名大学生眼中的两个美国), 
Chen Shengluo, 2000. Retrieved from: http://www.edu.cn/20020126/3018807.shtml. Access Date: July 
2,2003. 
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something significantly different in alternative media, they tend to think that foreign 
media deliberately fabricates news in order to demonize China or that they simply do 
not understand situations in China.  
4.3.3 The Significant Minority 
 
The survey showed that net users who are active forum users represented only a 
small portion of the respondents. However, it may not be fair to assess the influence 
of these active users just by the numbers. These active users do not only seek 
alternative information for themselves, but also act as the “agents” who spread the 
alternative information. For example, although only 2.6 percent of the respondents 
reported cross-posting news and information on web-forums, the news and 
information that they cross-posted actually reaches a much larger audience.  
A close look at these active respondents showed that these active users are mainly 
male and spent more than four hours per day online, and that they spent much less 
time on conventional media than other net users. It may be inferred that these net 
users usually have better equipment or environments for surfing the Internet, possibly 
with more advanced skills that enable them to transcend the blockings or other 
software limitations than other net users.  For this group of net users, the Internet is 
already their major source of information instead of a supplementary one that 
provides alternative information. And it also has some implications for media 
trade-offs. It showed that some net users have sacrificed their time spent on other 
media and have shifted their attention to the Internet.    
During the process of cross posting where they post their own opinions and 
initiate discussion in the chat rooms, these minority users actually help to set the 
agenda for other net users, which means their preference and selection in reading may 
influence other people who lurk silently on forums. Therefore, these active net users 
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and their activities must be studied more extensively. This angle will be further 
explored in the qualitative interviews with the net users.    
4.3.4 High Expectations of the Internet 
Even though the survey results showed that the respondents had few expectations 
that online discussion or debates online would impact on government policy; it can be 
seen that generally the respondents hold very positive attitudes or high expectations of 
the Internet as free forum with considerable social impact. For these respondents, the 
Internet seemed to be an independent world where they had the freedom of speech 
without any practical constraints. However, this view seems to be inconsistent with 
their awareness of government regulation of the Internet.  This inconsistency implies 
that the regulation and control of the Internet from the Chinese government may not 
be as strict as perceived by many researchers and foreign observers. Perhaps even 
under the strict control and regulation of the Chinese government, the Internet still 
allows a much more open space for information and free discussions than what was 
previously available for Chinese people.  
4.4 Conclusion 
This survey reveals that the use of the Internet among Chinese university students, 
a major constituent of Chinese net users, was largely consistent with the whole 
Chinese online population in terms of information seeking and preference of 
information sources. However, university students seemed to be heavier users of the 
Internet than the general net users.    
The survey finds that local information sources, both online and offline, 
dominated the information sources of the university students. This is the result of both 
social and cultural factors and some technical barriers such as language skills. As 
local information sources provide most recent news and information that concerns 
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Chinese net users daily life or long-term interest in their familiar language and 
settings, they are thus preferred by the university students in seeking information.  
A significant finding from the survey is that, although university students did 
make use of the Internet to access alternative information sources, their attitudes to 
the alternative information were very inconsistent. Sometimes Chinese net users were 
even hungry for alternative information. However, in most cases they deemed the 
alternative information highly incredible. The alternative online information sources 
that Chinese net users seek are mostly comprehensive foreign media websites with 
Chinese versions and overseas Chinese websites. As western media sometimes tend to 
“demonize” China in their reports by selecting particular content and angles, and 
overseas Chinese websites are often not reliable enough, the alternative information 
especially from online sources are seen by Chinese net users as the least trustworthy 
among all kinds of information sources.      
The survey shows that Chinese net users who were active on net forums were the 
minority. Only a very small portion of respondents would cross-post articles, post 
comments or initiate discussions on Internet forums. However, the minority of active 
net users actually act as “agents” in the Internet who spread information and even set 
the agenda for other net users. Thus their activities actually are very significant. Also 
it shows that, for active net users, the Internet has already replaced conventional 
media to become their major source of information.  
The survey also shows that the Chinese net users generally held a positive attitude 
toward the Internet as an alternative information source and a free speech forum, even 
though the majority of them were also aware of the government surveillance on the 
Internet at the same time. Chances are that even under the strict control and regulation 
of the Internet by the Chinese government, the Internet still allows a much more open 
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space for information and free discussions than what was previously available for 
Chinese people. Ironically, although Chinese net users had such a high expectation of 
the Internet as a free space for information and exchange of ideas, they also had little 
expectation that the discussions and articles on the Internet by Chinese net users will 
have impact on the government policy.  It seems that for Chinese net users, the 
Internet is more like an independent space where they had discussions but did not 
expect any practical effects.    
On the whole, the survey shows that these university students, who are an 
important constituent of the intellectual class of Chinese people, held sophisticated 
attitudes toward the credibility of alternative information sources, but generally they 
seemed to be positive about the Internet’s social impact in China.  
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Chapter 5: Qualitative Interviews 
 
This chapter includes two major parts. First, how the qualitative interviews were 
designed and conducted will be introduced. Then, the main findings from the 
interviews will be reported. Discussions over the findings are also included.  
5.1 Interview Method 
5.1.1 Interviewees Selection 
In this study, corpus construction was adopted as the method for selecting 
interviewees. Unlike survey sampling methods which describe “the distribution of 
already known attributes in social space” and seek to reach conclusions that can be 
generalized to the whole population, corpus construction is a method which typifies 
unknown attributes and is efficient to select research targets to characterize the whole 
(Bauer & Aarts, 2000: 20). It is developed from linguistic studies and is now used as 
principle for data collection in qualitative social research.   
Corpus construction in this study is based on major demographic factors 
including gender, age group and education level, so as to maximize the variety of 
opinions and attitudes. The power of this judgmental sampling lies in selecting 
particular cases that fit with pre-set criteria and to obtain rich information for in-depth 
analysis related to the themes being studied (Patton, 1987).   
The tenth CNNIC survey of Chinese net users reveals the profile of a typical 
Chinese net user: The vast majority remains male (59.3%), young (64.5% in the age 
group of 18-35), single (57.8%) and well educated (56.5% with a college diploma and 
above). This particular group of typical Chinese net users possibly offers complex 
views so it is fair to pay an overproportional attention to them in this research. As a 
consequence, efforts were made to ensure that half of the interviewees fit with the 
typical profile of Chinese net users, while the other half of the interviewees in this 
- 60 - 
study fall out of the typical profile with attributes such as sex, age or education level 
different from typical users. However, the pilot study later showed that 
industries/professions were also important strata that need to be considered. For 
example, people from IT industries and non-IT industries seem to have different 
online habits. Profession/industry (IT and non-IT) was thus included as new strata in 
selecting interviewees.  
Practically, the snowball technique was employed in this study to pick 
interviewees. The researcher started from her own circle of friends to find some 
volunteers. These people were then asked to suggest other people who suited the 
predefined profile in this study. Thus the researcher got a pool of possible respondents 
and contacted them directly for their agreement. This snowball technique greatly 
helps to develop reliable contacts while reduce the risk of interviewing the wrong 
person, which is a pitfall of online interviewing (Mann & Stewart, 2002). The study 
intended to interview 30 net users at the beginning. However, it showed that 
saturation point was already reached after 20 interviews were completed. Very few 
new ideas emerged there after, whereupon the researcher stopped soliciting new 
interviewees (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).     
Finally interviews with 20 interviewees were used in the analysis. Ten of them are 
with typical Chinese net users. The other ten (non-typical interviewees) satisfied the 
following conditions: males and females are equally distributed; users from different 
age groups, education levels, and industries (IT and non-IT) are included. In sum, we 
believe that the 20 interviewees selected constitute a broad cross-section of Chinese 
net users in terms of demographic factors and socio-economic status. The list of 
interviewees and their basic socio-economic status is shown in Table 5. 1. 
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Table 5.1 List of Interviewees 







Bennie * M 24  IT University Typical 
Wilson * M 23 Non-IT University Typical 
Wu Shu M 32 Non-IT Master’s Typical 
Zhang Zhanpeng M 34 Non-IT Master’s Typical 
Wang Yongliu M 21 Non-IT College Typical 
Philelar* M 29 Non-IT University Typical 
Xu Dong M 33  IT University Typical 
Hodgen* M 30  IT University Typical 
Helic M 26 Non-IT College Typical 
Zhang Wei M 28 Non-IT College Non-typical 
Fan Jie F 62 Non-IT Secondary Non-typical 
Zhang Xiaoxin M 60 Non-IT High School Non-typical 
Xu Yichen F 25 IT Junior College Non-typical 
Carrie* F 29 IT Junior College Non-typical 
Julia* F 33 Non-IT University Non-typical 
Ma feiyu M 37 IT Master’s Non-typical 
Perry* M 40 IT Ph.D. Non-typical 
Han Yuming M 22 IT Junior College Non-typical 
Ying* F 20 Non-IT Junior College Non-typical 
Chris* F 36 Non-IT Technical Secondary 
School 
Non-typical 
* here refers to net names of the interviewees.   
5.1.2 Strengths and Disadvantages of Online Interviewing 
 
As the researcher was physically located in Singapore while the net users were 
Chinese residents, doing interviews online was proposed. Thus the strengths and 
disadvantages of online interviewing need to be weighed before carrying out the 
research. Carrying out interviews online is now becoming increasingly popular among 
social researchers as an increasing number of people have access to the Internet. 
However, as the online interviews naturally exclude those who do not use the Internet, 
it is mainly criticized for its weakness of generalizability issue. In this sense, in-depth 
interview is seen by some researchers as particular suitable for the Internet 
environment, for it is a type of qualitative research method which does not seek 
generalizability as a quantitative survey does. In addition, online interviewing can be 
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very similar to face-to-face interviews (Margaret, Eric, et.al.2002).   
In this study, however, where the target population is net users in Beijing and 
Shanghai, the exclusion of non-net users from the interviewees is not at all a problem. 
We are more concerned about the strengths and disadvantages of the online 
interviewing, and whether we can ensure the online interviewing to be carried out 
almost as similar as a face-face interview. While an online interview is similar to a 
real interview in terms of exchange of information, there are several advantages 
unique to online interviewing, especially for the purpose of this study.  
First, as the study focuses on online activities of Chinese net users, conducting 
interviewing in the Internet environment is naturally logical and suitable. Some 
researchers even argue that computer-mediated communication is the “only authentic 
and congruent” (Smith-Stoner and Weber, 2000, as cited in Mann & Stewart, 2002) 
method of investigating Internet usage. Second, the Internet provides a flexible setting 
in time and place for both the researcher and the interviewees. In this study when the 
researcher is physically located in Singapore while the interviewees are Chinese 
residents, conducting the interviews online eliminated geographical constraints and 
greatly minimized expenses. Third, the lack of the physical presence of the 
interviewer might be beneficial when the participants are shy and when the questions 
are sensitive. In this research, questions that touch the issues of “politics” and which 
require the respondents to review the censorship policy in China could be seen as 
sensitive questions. To conduct such interviews online will possibly relieve the 
participants’ worry and help to reduce social desired answer (Mann & Stewart, 2002). 
However, there are also some obvious disadvantages of online interviewing. 
Online interviewing is often doubted for its difficulty of building mutual trust and 
rapport between the researcher and the interviewees. For example, online interviewing 
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does not allow the researcher to have a good sense of the person being interviewed 
due to the lack of physical interaction and the absence of social cues. Another 
problem with online interviews lie in that fact that the researcher cannot verify the 
identities of the interviewees or ensure that they meet the criteria.  
One way to establish trust and bridge distance in the interviews is for the 
researcher and the interviewees to share information about themselves (Murphy & 
Collins 1997). In this study, snowball sampling technique was adopted to mitigate the 
problems mentioned above. The researcher first did a pilot study on some friends who 
are net users in Beijing and Shanghai, at the end of the interviews, these respondents 
were asked to suggest other participants they knew who matched the pre-set criteria. 
Thus a pool of possible participants was developed and they were contacted directly 
for their agreements. The snowball technique sought interviewees starting from the 
researcher’s personal contacts, which makes the interviewer have a good knowledge 
of the backgrounds of the interviewees, helps to reduce the risks of interviewing the 
wrong person and assists in building mutual trust between both parties. 
5.1.3 Semi-structured Interview Topic Guide 
In this study, a semi-structured interview topic guide was used to guide the 
interviews. A semi-structured (also called focused) interview format is often used 
when researchers seek specific information about certain research questions (Merton, 
Fiske, & Kendall, 1990). The major benefits of using semi-structured interviews 
include the following. First, semi-structured interviews are guided with a relatively 
informal topic guide. Most questions are created only during the interviews, allowing 
a more flexible discussion between the researcher and the interviewees. Second, 
semi-structured interviews encourage two-way communication. The interviewees may 
be more willing to discuss sensitive issues and provide detailed information. The topic 
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guide used in this study is as at Table 5.2: 
Table 5.2 Semi-structured interview topic guide 
a. When did you first begin to use the Internet?  
b. For what reasons did you use it? 
c. What are your main activities online? 
d. What kinds of online content are you most concerned about?  
e. Are you concerned about politics or current affairs?  
f. What do you think of the credibility of different online news and 
information resources? 
g. Have you ever encountered the circumstance that the website you 
intend to visit is blocked? 
h. What do you usually do in the above circumstance?  
i. Do you participate in any kinds of web forums or chat rooms or user 
groups or bulletin boards?  
j. What are your main activities in these forums/chat rooms/user groups 
etc? 
k. Do you hide your real status and identity in joining these 
forums/chatrooms and user groups etc? (Why?) 
l. Would you care about the opposite party’s status or identity when you 
communicate with each other online? (Why?) 
m. When you post your opinions or join in the discussions online, have 
you ever encountered circumstances where your post or your words are 
edited or deleted by the web masters? (If yes, can you describe in 
detail?) 
n. On the whole, what are your evaluations of online content and freedom 
of speech in domestic websites?           
5.1.4 Administration and Data Analysis 
 
The interviews were conducted according to the interview guide at Table 5.1, 
using various Internet chatting software including MSN, OICQ, Yahoo Messenger etc, 
depending on the choice and convenience of each interviewee. As the interviews were 
conducted online, the transcripts were available almost immediately for analysis. In 
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accordance with requests of some interviewees, their net names appeared in the thesis 
instead of their real names.  
Two rounds of interviews were conducted in this study. The second round of the 
interviews were not initially planned. After the first round of interviews was already 
completed, the SARS outbreak spread throughout China and lasted for several months. 
During this period, China was criticized by WTO and other countries for not making 
information transparent. As there was almost no media coverage on it in China in the 
early period of the SARS outbreak, an examination of Chinese net users’ behavior of 
accessing information at this period was considered to be of particular significance. 
Thus a second round of interviews were conducted with the same interviewees, 
focusing on which information sources they used to obtain SARS-related news and 
information.  The results showed that Chinese net users’ preferences in choosing 
information sources were significantly different at such special periods and a second 
round of interviews was therefore justified.  
In this study, the interviews and data analysis were conducted solely by the 
researcher. This ensures the consistency of the coding frame and the process of coding 
itself. The coding process was executed according to the principle of meaning 
condensation. Meaning condensation is one of the main approaches to the analysis of 
the meanings of interviews. This method of analysis was initially applied as an 
empirical phenomenological method by Giorgi to interview on learning. It is efficient 
for analyzing extensive interview texts by looking for natural meaning units and 
explicating main themes (Kvale, 1996) 
Meaning condensation in this study involved the following steps. First, the 
researcher read through all the interview transcripts to get an overview of the findings. 
Then the researcher decided on the natural “meaning units” expressed by the 
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interviewees through the conversations. Third, the researcher went back to read and 
compare all the natural “meaning units” once again and extracted central ideas from 
them. Finally, the central ideas were stated as simply as possible and were reported 
under main themes related to the research topic.  
5.2 Main Findings 
5.2.1 The Unconscious Adoption of the Internet as an Important Information Source 
 
The interview results showed that most of the young interviewees (below age 35) 
adopted the Internet between 1997 and 1999. As China first opened the public use of 
the Internet in Beijing and Shanghai in 1996, these interviewees are obviously the 
early adopters of the Internet in China. With regard to their motivations for adopting 
the Internet, curiosity about the new technology ranked first by an overwhelming 
majority. They usually did not have a clear or specific purpose for going online. When 
they first began to use the Internet, they perceived it more as a communication tool 
than as an information source. For example, their early activities on the Internet were 
mainly emailing and chatting with friends online.  
However, in a few years, the Internet went beyond its initial role as solely a 
communication tool and unconsciously became a major information source for these 
early adopters. Most of the interviewees reported a significant decrease in the time 
spent chatting online after they adopted the Internet for a few years. Reading and 
searching for information online has become the most important online activity for 
them. As one interviewee “bennie” put it,  
“I first began to use the Internet in the year 1997. At that time I made use of the 
Internet only to kill my spare time. It was so convenient to contact old friends via 
email. I also spent a lot of time chatting online and got to know a lot of people via 
the Internet. Sometimes I played games such as Chinese chess online… But now I 
am not much interested in chatting online like before. I have been accustomed to 
using the Internet as a big information source which seems to contain very rich 
information, ranging from news reports to technical knowledge relating to my  
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major. I read news from the Internet everyday, search anything I am interested 
with ‘google’.”  
             
This change is possibly related to the rapid growth of Chinese information 
resources online. As shown in Table 3.4, the domain names registered under “CN” has 
dramatically increased from 4066 (Oct. 1997) to 126146 (Jul.2002). These websites 
provide Chinese net users with various online resources including portals, news sites, 
e-business services etc. With more and more Chinese people going online, major 
Chinese portals websites and some news websites began to take lead in the industry 
and attracted a certain number of regular users. At the current stage, the Internet in 
China has already begun to play the role of mass media for net users. Many of them 
changed their habit of using mass media because of the Internet. “Wilson” is an 
example. He told the researcher, 
“I used to read a local newspaper in the morning on my way to office and 
watched TV news in the evening everyday. But since I adopted the Internet, I have 
gradually given up the habit of rushing home after work and watching the TV 
news. I just took my time in the office or meet with friends. Everything that I need 
to know will be soon available in major news websites that can be easily accessed 
from my computer in the office. In addition to that, the Internet provides more 
information and resources than the simple news reports. Nowadays I am 
accustomed to checking news and information from the Internet everyday.”       
 
Another interview Shu’s opinion is also representative of Internet-savvy people.   
He told the researcher, 
“After my office and my home were both equipped with computers and net 
facilities, I find the Internet has almost become my most important information 
source. Sometimes the Internet even creates the need for information. There are 
many times when I am interested in one article but end up with reading a lot 
more related or similar articles following the links.”   
 
Apparently, the Internet has unconsciously become the major information source 
of a large group of net users, especially young users with the necessary equipment and 
settings for going online. 
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5.2.2 Generation Gap in Internet Usage 
 
Although exploring the generation gap in using the Internet was not a major goal 
of this thesis, the interview findings did shed some light on this issue. In the 
interviewees, two persons showed significantly different mode of adoption of the 
Internet. These two interviewees are one elderly man and woman, who were the two 
oldest interviewees as well as the two latest adopters of the Internet in this study. They 
reported that they adopted the Internet for very specific reasons (buying/selling stocks; 
contacting children abroad). Since their adoption, their major activities online have 
still not changed, i.e., they do not use the Internet for other purposes such as reading 
and searching for information.  
Mrs Fan, an elderly woman in Beijing, described her online activities as follows:  
“I was taught to use my computer and take the advantage of the Internet by my 
son. He’s pursuing his PhD. degree in the US. My son bought the computer for 
me and set everything up. He even applied for an MSN account for me. What I do 
is simply to turn on the computer and use it to send emails to him. If he is there 
we can even ‘talk’ via the Internet, hear each other’s voice and see each others’ 
faces instantly…My knowledge of using the computer and Internet stops here. 
And I would not try other uses of the computer and the Internet because it is 
troublesome if the original settings are disrupted. In fact it is also not necessary 
to do so. Few people at my age use the Internet and I think the Internet is the 
world of young people. ”    
  
The other elderly user Mr. Zhang described his online activities as follows, 
“I began to use the Internet in 2001 when I half- retired from my position and 
entered the stock market. This technology is so wonderful that we can not only 
buy and sell stocks at home through the online system of the stock company, but 
also calculate and forecast future trends of the stock market. Now I’ve installed 
cable at home for unlimited access of the Internet…But I do not use the Internet 
for other purposes. Reading on the computer is too hard for my eyes. And I type 
very slowly. I’d rather rely on traditional ways for seeking information and 
communicate with others.”         
  
As revealed in the conversations, the major reasons behind the limited usage of 
the Internet by senior people include the following. First, most of them do not possess 
the required basic knowledge about computers and the Internet and rely on others 
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highly in using the Internet. The ignorance about new technology makes them unable 
to explore or fear to explore the virtual world. Second, they are used to the traditional 
ways of communicating with others and seeking information and lack of motivation to 
break the routines. Third, some physiological factors hinder them from using the 
computer and the Internet. For example, their eyes could possibly feel tired more 
easily than the younger generation. Last, the rare adoption of the Internet among their 
peers makes them feel isolated from the cyber world.   
This generation gap again justifies our research strategy: by combining 
quantitative and qualitative methods while focusing on young university students and 
who are typical net users. Among all Chinese net users, this particular group possibly 
has the best knowledge in using the Internet. Thus their behavior is most worth 
exploring in terms of the impact of the Internet in China.       
5.2.3 Frustration on the Domestic News Websites  
 
Consistent with the survey findings, the interviews showed that the majority of 
the interviewees rely on the major domestic news websites as their main source of 
news online. It appeared that male users and users with higher income tend to rely on 
the Internet as an information source more than female users and users with lower 
income. However, most of the respondents expressed their dissatisfaction or even 
frustration with the quality of the content of these websites, although degrees of 
dissatisfaction vary. Many of them shared the feeling that the domestic websites 
reported very common content or even nonsense under significantly attention-getting 
headings. The second frequently heard complaint from the interviewees is that there is 
strict control over the contents and limitations on topics. 
One interviewee Mr. Zhang Zhanpeng stated his frustration with the online 
content in this way,    
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“I feel that the major domestic websites are too commercial. To attract and 
appease the net users, these websites tend to cater to low tastes. For example, 
sometimes they publish very significant headings which are very attention-getting 
in the front page. But if you click the links, they lead to only very common content 
from our daily newspapers. They are misleading the readers. For a long time 
people just get tired of them…” 
 
Another interviewee Mr. Ma expressed similar opinions, 
“I don’t quite like to read news on websites. Every website is just the same in 
what they report, and almost all of them use exaggerated headings to attract 
users. Under such exaggerated headings you would most often read nonsense. 
They really underestimate their readers.”  
         
Interviewee Miss Xu Yichen expressed different concerns about the content 
censorship of the domestic websites,  
“You cannot expect very satisfying content in these domestic websites. Their 
topics are very limited and their content is also strictly controlled. Although they 
seem to be freer than Party newspapers and other mainstream media, for 
example, they may discuss homosexual topics or one night stands which usually 
cannot appear in a Party newspaper. Yet there are still many areas which can 
never be touched on if these websites want to survive.”     
 
These previous two threads of complaints are actually related to each other. As 
domestic websites are only allowed to publish news from the official news media 21, 
in order to compete in the markets and catch the attention of net users, the main 
measures taken by the domestic websites are re-editing and giving new titles to the 
same stories as well as emphasizing certain content which are believed to be 
attention-getting. Unfortunately, very often, such content are seen as “low class” 
topics by the interviewees. Gradually it left the users with the impression that 
domestic websites tend to “exaggerate” facts and present drivel, which does great 
harm to the reputations of these online news sources in the long run. Consequently, 
even if all the published content on these websites is from official domestic media, the 
websites tend to earn a lower degree of trust from its readers than the official media 
                                                        
21 According to the “Regulations of Websites Publishing News Content” 《互联网站从事登载新闻业
务管理暂行规定》, websites which are not established by conventional media should not publish news 
content until they have fulfilled certain conditions and obtained authorization from the government.   
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do. This is confirmed by the survey result reported in Chapter 3. 
5.2.4  Reliability of the Domestic Websites 
 
Although the interviewees seemed to be frustrated with domestic websites for 
their low-quality content, on the whole, they consider the content on domestic news 
websites “largely reliable”. It has become the consensus of almost all the interviewees 
of different backgrounds and socio-economic factors. As exemplified by the 
interviewee Miss Carrie (net name):  
“It is disappointing that they (major domestic news websites) dare not produce 
out-spoken reports, for example they will never touch on some sensitive issues. 
However, what they report are generally true and reliable. We can resort to the 
information they provide.” 
 
Other interviewees generally expressed similar opinions. Some even think that 
major news websites and portals can actually replace the conventional official media 
as reliable information sources.  As the interviewee Philelar (net name) put it, 
“The news and information presented by the major portals are actually very 
reliable, unlike those posted or distributed by unknown users in chat rooms. The 
websites take responsibility for their content and the government agency is also 
scrutinizing them rigorously…I think reading news from these websites is much 
like reading an official newspaper.”   
 
The perception that domestic websites are reliable information resources, 
however, does not contradict the previous finding that most interviewees felt 
frustrated with the content of domestic websites. It can be likened to two sides of one 
coin. While people are generally satisfied with the reliability of the domestic websites, 
what they are not satisfied with is the quality of the information provided by these 
websites. The latter is limited by many underlying reasons including the 
profit-seeking target of the commercial websites etc. But one very important factor 
here is the censorship of domestic websites. With domestic websites largely copying 
news and articles from conventional media and not being allowed to have their own 
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reporters and producing original reports, people’s need for uncensored information 
have apparently not been met.       
5.2.5 Turning to alternative information sources  
 
Given the net users’ frustrations with the content of domestic websites and their 
unsatisfied need for uncensored information, some interviewees naturally turn to 
alternative information sources online. In the 20 interviews conducted in this research, 
12 respondents, mostly male, said that in addition to the mainstream domestic news 
websites, they regularly went to some bulletin board systems (BBSs) and other 
websites based in foreign countries to get updated news and information that were not 
available in mainstream domestic media and websites. As they usually preferred to 
read in Chinese, the alternative information sources they used were mostly overseas 
Chinese websites or forums run by overseas Chinese. Most frequently mentioned 
alternative websites or forums here included BBSs from some top universities in 
China, and BBSs run by overseas Chinese such as bbs.mit.edu, websites run by 
overseas Chinese such as “bbsland”, “duo wei”, and “si hai” etc. Interviewee Mr. Xu 
Dong described his reading preference as follows:  
“In addition to visiting two major domestic news websites ‘sina’ and ‘sohu’ daily, 
I am also used to visiting the news boards of some BBSs regularly in order to 
read get some so-called ‘xiao dao xiao xi(uncertified information from unofficial 
souces)’. The news reports or articles there are usually cross-posted from 
overseas information source and are not available in our mainstream media or 
websites.”    
  
Another interviewee Hodgen (net name) put it this way,  
“I cultivated the habit of reading posts and joined discussions in news boards of 
my university BBS when I was only an undergraduate student. Now I am still a 
frequent visitor there. For me, information from bbs has been a very important 
and even indispensable supplement to conventional information sources. It covers 
topics that we cannot read from conventional information sources and gives me a 
more complete and factual view of the world.” 
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However, this does not automatically lead to the conclusion that online alternative 
information sources really have a significant impact on Chinese net users. Also 
according to the interviews, most net users do not really take the information from 
these alternative information sources seriously. Of the 12 respondents mentioned 
above, 11 referred to the news and information they get from these alternative 
information sources as “xiao dao xiao xi”, which means in Chinese uncertified 
information and quite possibly rumors that are quickly spread. The interviews showed 
that the users treated these unofficial news and information as something that can 
bring new perspectives that are not enunciated by the mainstream media in China. 
However, they do not treat these alternative information sources as reliable sources of 
established facts. Compared to the content in domestic websites which is generally 
believed to be reliable, these alternative information sources are seen as much less 
credible. This point was also confirmed by the survey result.  As the interviewee 
Helic (net name) expressed his view as follows: 
“It is a must for me to seek alternative news and information online. They provide 
fresh ideas and sometimes surprising facts. However, it is also a great pity that 
most of the information you get from the Internet is not certified and is thus not 
reliable.”     
 
Another interviewee Zhang Wei had a more radical opinion, 
“Generally online information is unbelievable in my eyes. For articles posted in 
BBSs, you have no idea about the original sources or whether they have been 
edited during the process of cross-posint. For those Chinese websites based in 
foreign countries, they escape from government supervision but then they are 
irresponsible about the content they published. Many a time they had very 
obviously faked stories and reports in their headlines and I now have little much 
interest in them unless I really need to seek more information than what was 
available at hand. ”     
 
The notion that alternative information sources are not reliable enough is very 
common among the interviewees for many underlying reasons. But according to the 
interview findings, the political sensitivity of Chinese net users and their national 
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pride is especially important. However, they have been ignored in previous studies. 
This point is discussed further in the next section.  
5.2.6 Political Sensitivity and National Pride 
 
In this study, the interviewees showed political sensitivity to a very high degree in 
understanding foreign news reports about China and other alternative information. For 
example, when they read something from alternative information sources which were 
not consistent with what they were told in domestic media, they did not simply accept 
or reject anything they were told. Some of them even would question whether there 
are underlying political motivations behind the production of this news and 
information.  
For example, the interviewee Julia (net name) told the researcher her experience, 
“When I was a student residing in school, I once spent a lot of time listening to 
radio programs such as VOA, Radio Free Asia etc, just feeling curious about 
their content and to improve my English. But soon I found that it always dwells 
on the negative side of China as if the general public is living a miserable life. 
When I turn off the radio and turn to our CCTV, however, you will see what a 
happy life our people lead and how bright our futures are. It seems to me as if 
they were referring to two completely different world. Maybe they both lack 
balance and not completely reliable. But I do know my life is getting better and 
better. So I think they (foreign media) are just demonizing our country for their 
own sake.”     
 
Julia’s feeling is shared by many other interviewees and it is actually quite 
understandable. Living in a socialist country where propaganda is a legal and open 
practice, people are not only accustomed to propaganda from the Party and the 
government, but are also aware of the propaganda they are receiving from the western 
world such as VOA which is set up and sponsored by the US government. As a result, 
many of them have developed a very sophisticated attitude towards the media. They 
seek alternative information because they do not readily believe what they are told in 
domestic media. At the same time, they will not easily accept the information they get 
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from alternative media even if it is produced by big names. It seems that this high 
degree of political sensitivity has little or no correlation with educational level and 
other socio-economic factors as it can be detected in almost all the interviewees.   
This sophisticated attitude toward alternative information sources of Chinese net 
users was also manifested in some interviewees’ contradictory ideas about western 
media and their websites. Interviewee Mr. Wang is a typical example. He spoke of 
western media and their websites twice in the interview and his two evaluations were 
significantly inconsistent. He first referred to some foreign news sources as “mirrors” 
that has an underlying meaning in Chinese as something true and trustworthy that can 
be used for reference.  
“Of course I am not easily fooled by the domestic media which work as the Party 
propaganda machine. Reports from foreign countries provide a mirror for us to 
double check the information we read from daily newspapers or else. For 
example, the New York Times online edition usually have one or two updates 
about China per day which sometimes raised very good points.” 
 
But when asked about how he considered the reliability of the foreign media and 
their reports then, Wang expressed a very suspicious attitude towards foreign media. 
He said, 
“However, western media is also no more than a political tool that is controlled 
by a few. They sometimes tell ridiculous lies. By quoting so-called ‘reliable 
sources in China’, they spread many rumors such as the quarrels among top 
leaders of China, especially at critical moments. We lay people cannot verify 
such information, so they can just say whatever they want. Those who will easily 
believe anything reported by foreign media are just too simple and childish, I 
believe. We really should use our minds and make our own judgments.”    
 
National pride is another factor that makes some unofficial information 
unacceptable to Chinese net users. Most interviewees felt that western media tend to 
depict China in a negative light or from a western perspective. As the interviewees 
generally take great pride in the nation and its culture, this negative or western 
perspective sometimes hurts the feelings of Chinese net users or causes 
- 76 - 
misunderstandings. Interviewee Perry’s view expressed this nationalism, 
“Foreign media tend to depict bad and laggard aspects of China, which is 
unfair… When important international affairs relating to China occur, they 
(foreign media) will simply stand on their countries’ side and publish extremely 
unfair and ridiculous reports that are completely not acceptable. CNN’s report 
on the bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade by the US is a case in point. 
And it’s the same with their reports on the clash of the US spy plane and the 
Chinese aircraft. Our pilot Wang Wei died from resisting the invasion of the US 
spy planes, but in the reports of US media, Wang Wei was depicted as an 
obtrusive guy. That is really unforgivable. ”          
 
Interviewee Shu expressed similar feelings but from a different perspective, 
“They (foreign media) really like to criticize us in this and that as if they are of a 
high status. Without deep understanding of our society and history, most of their 
severe criticism of issues like democracy, human rights in China serve their own 
interests. The most unbearable thing I feel about foreign media, however, is their 
reports on Tibet and Taiwan issues…I once read in the magazine National 
Geographic a discussion about Tibet and felt almost infuriate…”  
 
In addition, a few interviewees also raised questions about the credibility of the 
foreign media from some technical perspectives.  They doubted the ability of the 
foreign media to get the down-to-earth facts in China. For example, the interviewee 
Julia said,  
“I sometimes read the ‘New York Times’ online and was once shocked by the 
number of HIV carriers in China which they reported, which is significantly 
larger than the number reported in our official media. Of course, I understand 
that the official reports on HIV carriers are far from accurate as the government 
is trying to hide part of the truth from us. But I also have severe doubts on the 
number reported by the New York Times. With only a few staff reporters in China 
and apparently first-hand materials are not to be released to foreign reporters, 
how can they calculate such a large number confidently? Sometimes they may 
have dirty motivations or have prejudice against us.”    
 
On the whole, it appears that political sensitivity and national pride have become 
the major factors that influence the interviewees’ attitudes toward foreign media and 
other alternative information sources. Generally, alternative information sources are 
perceived as a valuable reference but not as credible as the official media and 
domestic websites in the eyes of Chinese net users.  
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5.2.7 Alternative Information Sources at Special Periods 
 
However, the interviews also showed that there were some occasions where 
alternative information resources actually overtook domestic sources as main sources 
of news and information for Chinese net users. And through other channels like 
traditional personal communication or through new means of communication 
technology such as SMS through mobile phones, such information spread from net 
users to the general public of China. The latest SARS outbreak is a typical example of 
this.  
Interviewee Crescent (net name) described her experience in SARS outbreak 
period as follows, 
“I rely on newspapers and TV instead of the Internet for news or information. 
Sending or receiving emails is my major or perhaps almost my only online 
activities. However, in the recent SARS outbreak especially the early period when 
the local media kept silent about it, I found that email become my major source of 
information on how the SARS situation is. Everyday when I opened my mailbox, it 
was full of emails regarding the SARS situation, ranging from news in foreign 
media, friends’ personal experience, warning of keeping away from particular 
buildings to all kinds of tips or prevention methods.   It seemed as if almost all 
my friends were sending such emails to their friend list and sometimes I even got 
the same email from different persons several times a day. I also forwarded some 
of them to my friend list. And when I returned home from office, I had to tell all 
I’ve heard to my parents…Only at that time did I feel how important the Internet 
could be…Now everything is going on as before. ”    
 
Interviewee Han Yuming told a similar story, 
“During the period of SARS outbreak, local media seem to be totally of no use. I 
first heard about the disease through an SMS from a friend in Guangdong. But 
soon the situation in Guangdong was said to be under control and I did not take 
it seriously. But several months after, SARS had been spread all over the country 
and we in Shanghai also become frightened. When we felt the thirst for accurate 
information on SARS, the local media spoke very little about it. And with what 
happened in Beijing, we just could not take what the newspaper reported for 
granted. At that time I asked my sister in UK to send me updated information 
about the SARS situation in China from foreign media and then forwarded it to 
my friends. During that time SMS was also a popular way for my friends in 
Shanghai and I to keep each other informed.”       
 
There have actually been other periods in recent years when alternative 
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information became the major reference for Chinese net users to keep themselves 
informed and make decisions or judgments. In addition to the period of the SARS 
outbreak which is the most recent and significant example, the US spy plane 
incident22 was also a case in point. So was the bombing of the Chinese Embassy in 
Belgrade23. All of these cases were mentioned by some interviewees. To sum up, these 
periods shared one thing in common: they are all urgent crises or big negative 
incidents that the general public wanted detailed information on as they were 
“forbidden” areas of discussion for the domestic media. With great concern from the 
general public of China as well as the absence or deficiency of domestic media 
coverage, information regarding such crises or incidents naturally flourishes on the 
Internet. Chinese net users, however, also learnt to switch to and make use of 
alternative information sources whenever necessary.        
5.2.8 Responses to Government Regulations of the Internet 
 
The interviews showed that government regulations are very effective in blocking 
selected websites. Almost all of the interviewees had the experience of not being able 
to connect to their desired websites because of blocking by the government. However, 
only a few of them would take the trouble to search for proxies or other means to 
bypass the blockings. Even the few respondents who did use proxies or other means 
also considered it too troublesome and not worthwhile to do so. In most cases they 
would rather give up. Those who would not use proxies simply do not have the 
required skills to bypass the technical hindrance. But most just do not want to take 
that trouble to do so. The major reason for net users’ passive response is that the 
alternative information that they initially want to seek is not really necessary for them. 
                                                        
22 On April.1, 2001, A US spy plane collided with a Chinese military aircraft in the airspace of Hainan, 
China.   
23 On May. 7, 1999, the Chinese embassy in Belgrade was bombed by the NATO army.   
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In most cases, they are used only as fresh ideas or unimportant references which are 
replaceable. If the information were not available, most of the net users would just 
find some other sources to satisfy their needs, mostly from domestic resources that are 
easily accessible. Interviewee Ying’s opinion was typical, 
“I used to try very hard to find a proxy and even sought help from friends abroad 
to access websites that are blocked such as MIT BBS… But now I almost never do 
so. Not even once in the last half a year. I really do not possess so much time and 
energy to do so as before. The proxies keep changing and sometimes can become 
invalid in a few hours.” 
 
Another interviewee Perry found that government scrutiny of the Internet has 
become increasingly intense and it is more and more difficult to bypass the blockings,  
“I felt that the technology which the government used in blocking and 
scrutinizing the Internet developed very soon. At first, it was very easy for me to 
find a proxy and bypass all the blockings to access almost all websites that I wish 
to visit. Gradually it has become very difficult and very few people have the 
abilities to do so now. Even the chat rooms, communication software, websites 
that provide SMS service, as long as they are supported by domestic servers, are 
being rigorously scrutinized. Once I failed to send out an SMS online again and 
again. Finally I realized that a phrase that I used in the message was very similar 
to “Fa Lun Gong”, although my message had nothing to do with that. As soon as 
I changed that phrase, the SMS was sent successfully. I do believe there are some 
Internet-savvy people that see these obstacles as nothing, but for common users, 
that was enough.”   
 
The interviews clearly showed that the Chinese government’s control over the 
Internet is very effective. Although the Chinese government has no means to eliminate 
every avenue for Chinese net users to reach those forbidden areas, but it does 
successfully hinder most net users from bypassing the government scrutiny.   
5.2.9 Apathetic attitudes towards politics 
 
The interviews show that apathetic attitudes toward political content on the 
Internet were prevalent among the interviewees, even amongst very frequent users of 
the information service of the Internet or very active users of net forums. It may 
illustrate that the Internet does not have the ability to increase people’s interests 
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toward politics or current affairs. It is also very unlikely that the Internet will 
significantly change people’s minds or ideas on politics and current affairs. The 
Internet is only part of the environment that may influence net users’ perceptions or 
ideas on politics and current affairs. 
According to the interview findings, reasons behind this apathetic attitude include 
the following. First, the pressure from the Chinese government’s scrutinizing of the 
Internet keeps many people away from political content on the Internet. Some 
interviewees believe that it is always better to be careful and not to discuss politics 
and current affairs online, even if nobody reported having known any dissidents being 
prosecuted by the government in real life. But apparently, government regulations 
instill great apprehension in these people. As interviewee Mr. Wang said,  
“I’d rather discuss these problems with my close friends. Actually it is quite free 
to do so in unofficial situations nowadays. But I’d never do so on the Internet: 
you don’t even know the ones who are talking with you or keeping watch on you. 
I am afraid of asking for trouble.” 
 
Second, many users feel disappointed about the poor feedback from the 
government for the ideas and comments expressed online. Gradually they feel it is a 
waste of time and lack the motivation for sharing their views. The Chinese 
government appears to have successfully promoted the idea that economic 
development is the highest priority of China today and that economic development 
can only be successful in a stable society under the leadership of a strong government. 
Most interviewees showed a strong desire for the Chinese nation’s revitalization. They 
generally believed that economic development is central to the Chinese nation’s 
revitalization and accepted the idea of linking the economic development with a stable 
society.   
Third, under the big social atmosphere that economic development is the top 
priority, many people have become very practical and are eager to make money 
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themselves instead of concerning themselves with politics. As interviewee Chris said, 
“I don’t understand why people like to dispute on the Internet on things that 
should be taken care of by the government. Their ideas may be good but 
apparently the government won’t consider any of these suggestions. It may be 
more constructive to put those energy and time spent online into real life, doing 
something meaningful. “  
 
Another interview Xu dong was even more radical in saying, 
“Politics is not something that we can influence. There is not much need to care 
about it for us common people. What’s more important for me is to make 
money. ”   
Last, some people, especially a few female interviewees, admit that they are 
simply disinterested in political topics and do not care about current affairs. For 
example, interviewee Ying said, 
“I just do not have any interest in anything not directly relating to my life, 
especially politics etc. The Internet is full of all kinds of information that easily 
makes people lost. After surfing the Internet aimlessly for a while at first, I now 
only go to particular web forums whose topics I am interested in such as fashion 
and brands etc. ” 
 
There seems to be obvious difference between genders in their interest in politics. 
But surprisingly, other socio-economic factors such as education level do not seem to 
have significant correlations with the apathetic attitudes toward politics. People with 
high education and decent income and people with less education and income seem to 
be equally interested or disinterested in politics and current affairs as shown in the 
interviews. 
 5.2.10 Nonpolitical Web Forums and the Minority of Active Users 
 
The interviews showed that web forum participation among the 20 interviewees 
was almost free from political content and contents relating to current affairs, with 
few exceptions. It also showed that age is the most significant factor that counts in 
web forum participations: active users of web forums tend to be younger than those 
who are not.   
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The nonpolitical characteristics of domestic web forums actually reflect the 
effective regulations of the government on the Internet. According to the interviewees, 
the majority of the domestic web forums provide a user agreement for them to sign up 
by checking “I agree” before joining in the forums. A typical agreement of web 
forums usually includes a rule that requires net users not to speak about politics or 
sensitive topics on the forum, to take responsibility for what they publish, and that the 
forum masters reserve the right to delete any posts. According to the interviewees, 
even university BBSs, which are often run by students or non-official student 
organizations and are comparatively freer in speech, are now being increasingly 
influenced or scrutinized by their schools according to the interviewees.  
Of course there is still some online space left for Chinese net users for political 
topics, for example, the “Strong Nation Forum” is famous for political discussions 
and was cited most frequently by the respondents when asked about domestic political 
forums that they knew. However, these forums are limited in numbers and they are 
quite possibly subjected to the strictest control and scrutiny. For example, the “Strong 
Nation Forum” is part of the People’s Daily website where professional web operators 
and editors are employed to examine its content.  
The experience of the interviewee Hodgen (net name) who is a very active forum 
participator and liked to cross-post articles and to discuss sensitive topics on some 
domestic forums showed the strict censorship practiced in web forums clearly. He 
said, 
“I still remember very clearly my first experience of encountering censorship 
from a web forum. I cross-posted an article from an overseas Chinese website to 
a very popular domestic web forum. The article tells us what those top 
government officials’ children are doing and criticizes corruption in high 
officials’ families. However, it was deleted soon and my ID in the forum was also 
blocked from publishing any posts again. I guess it was done by the forum 
masters only for fear that such posts might cause trouble. “   
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Thus it is easy to understand why most of the interviewees seem to be very 
careful and avoid speaking about politics or commenting on current affairs on the 
Internet. Although part of the reason lies in their apathetic or disinterested attitudes 
towards politics and current affairs, it appears that government regulations are the 
cause of their reticence. However, instead of giving up, interviewee Hodgen currently 
remains very active now in web forums instead of giving up. His motivation is simply 
the belief that more people should know what is going on outside the scope of the 
official media in China. As he put it,  
“The reason that I want to cross-post these posts is that, I think other people 
should also know about these facts. Many ‘high-caliber’ people actually are very 
ignorant of the real society and are very simple-minded, as they were educated by 
the official school system and the official media. I just hope that they have a 
chance to know the other side of our society.” 
 
There are, of course, some other people among Chinese net users who are the 
minority “active” net users and forum participators such as Hodgen. Although with 
the censorship and self-censorship, there is not much space left on the Internet for 
their activities, they still found other avenues. As Hodgen said,  
“Among the web forums that I have visited, the BBS of the university I graduated 
from is my favorite place where net users have the most freedom as it is not 
affiliated to any official body. And people there who communicate with you are 
also knowledgeable and discussion with them brings so much pleasure. Even 
though I have been away from school for such a long time, I still perceiv it as my 
‘Spirit Homestead’.”    
 
To sum up, the nonpolitical characteristics of web forums undermine claims that 
the Internet can serve as a free forum or a public sphere in China. However, under the 
strict censorship system, the few very active net users still had some comparatively 
free space to them, albeit obeying certain rules and tolerating some limitations.       
5.2.11 Awareness and Identification with the Censorship Policy 
 
The interview findings also showed that Chinese net users were largely aware of 
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the censorship policy. Generally their perceptions of the censorship of websites can be 
described as follows: 
First, the majority of the interviewees felt that obviously there were limitations on 
topics that can be reported and discussed on domestic websites. Second, most of them 
realized that such content censorship came from both the government and the website 
administrators including the editors or operators that oversee the websites. Third, 
many of them also felt that domestic websites still enjoy more freedom than official 
media, which is “a signal of the progress of the society” as one interviewee Zhu put it. 
He elaborated his idea as follows, 
“Although censorship still exists, the Internet still gives us much more freedom 
than before. We have a lot more choices in selecting news and information. ” 
 
However, perhaps the most significant finding of this research is that most of the 
net users seemed to understand and even identify with this censorship policy. This 
identification with the censorship policy seems to be positively correlated with 
people’s socio-economic status, i.e., people with better education and higher income 
tended to agree more with the censorship policy, although this correlation is not 
absolute. As one interviewee Wang put it, 
“It is beneficial for the government to have strict control over the content on the 
Internet in some sense, as at present the priority of our country is to achieve 
economic development, and rumors on the Internet may cause the country and the 
society to become unstable and thus do harm to all. “ 
 
This opinion is shared by most of the interviewees who agree with the censorship 
policy. This is largely decided by their socio-economic status. Although the 
population of Chinese net users now includes people from more diverse backgrounds 
than before, the composition of Chinese net users still tends to be dominated by 
people with good education and comparatively high income. As shown in the study, 
even if the 20 interviewees represent users of different backgrounds in terms of age, 
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education level as well as professions, they still similarly identify themselves as 
“middle class” Chinese. In addition, as city residents in Beijing or Shanghai, the most 
civilized and developed areas of China where the economy is developing at a higher 
speed than most other places in China, these interviewees usually have good prospects 
for the future. With comfortable life settings and good future prospects, these 
“middle-class” Chinese naturally want “a stable country and society” most.  
However, on the other hand, many net users interviewed also felt that current 
censorship is too stringent and they welcome moderate reforms. This point of view 
was especially prevalent among male interviewees with high socio-economic status. 
They believe that it will help the society to progress and further economic 
developments if part of the censorship is lifted. But again, they stressed the “proper 
extent” to which the censorship policy can be lifted, which further reflects their 
attitudes of identifying with the censorship policy as a whole.  
5.2.12 Gender Differences in Net Usage 
 
As with the generation gap, gender issues were another supplementary finding of 
this study. The interviews produced some interesting clues and findings about gender 
differences in online usage that may be worth mentioning. While the interviewees 
from different education-levels, socio-economic groups and industries (IT and 
none-IT) are almost equally distributed between male and female, it is convenient to 
compare online behaviors between genders.  There appeared to be significant gender 
differences in online reading preferences and surfing skills.  
Different genders seemed to have different interests in reading online content. 
Among the female interviewees, the majority preferred to read entertainment news 
and other relaxing content. On the contrary, male interviewees were much more likely 
to have interests in politics and current affairs. Gender differences were also salient in 
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net users’ confidence and skills in using the Internet. Female respondents in this study 
rarely used proxies or other means to bypass the blockings. And many of the female 
interviewees only visited certain websites regularly without the habit of actively 
searching information online. 
Male and female users also showed different styles and purposes in forum 
participations. Generally male users tended to be more active in using web forums. 
Female users were often not active users of web forums or were only active in 
particular web forums with which they are already very familiar. And for these active 
female web forum participants, they often stressed the forum’s function of 
communicating with other net users or making friends online instead of seeking 
information.   
5.3 Conclusions 
The interview findings showed the information-seeking behavior of Chinese net 
users and their motivations behind their behavior patterns. The interviews also 
revealed the perceptions of Chinese net users on censorship and regulation of the 
Internet.   
Generally, the Internet has become a major information source for most of the 
Chinese net users after a few years of diffusion. Many Chinese net users have become 
used to reading news and seeking information on the Internet and some even rely on 
the Internet information sources heavily. The information on the Internet even spread 
to non-net users through other communication channels such as personal 
communication. However, as confirmed by the survey results, domestic information 
sources largely dominated the scope of the Chinese net users.   
The interviews also showed that dissatisfaction or frustration with domestic news 
websites of Chinese net users usually centered on two points: low-quality content with 
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attention-getting headings and limitations on topics. As the news websites are not 
allowed to have their own reporters and can only re-publish news content from 
established conventional media, while suffering from severe commercial competition, 
the former point is partly the result of the strict regulating policy. As for limitations of 
topics, the interviews also showed that at least people perceived websites to be freer 
than conventional media to some degree.  
Dissatisfaction and thirst for uncensored information naturally turned Chinese net 
users to alternative information sources. However, due to language barriers and 
different topic preferences, foreign websites did not really influence Chinese net users 
much. Chinese net users were also highly politics-sensitive and possessed strong 
national pride. They usually held very sophisticated attitudes toward reports from 
foreign media. Alternative information sources that were popular among Chinese net 
users are often overseas Chinese websites etc. However, as such websites are usually 
run by a few people or small organizations instead of news production companies 
with qualified editors and resources, many of them sometimes produce or publish 
fabricated or uncertified news or information, which damages their reputation and 
makes alternative information sources sees less credible.  
There were some special periods in which Chinese net users relied on alternative 
information heavily. The most recent SARS outbreak is a case in point. During such 
period, almost all Chinese net users, even those who did not have the habit of reading 
news on the Internet, obtained a lot of news and information from alternative 
information sources. They did so not only via the Internet, but through new 
information and communication technologies as well, such as SMS, which was also 
widely used for communicating alternative information during this period. Such a 
phenomenon is not unique. Years ago, the other major incidents like the US spy plane 
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collision also resulted in similar situation: Chinese net users turning to alternative 
information sources as the official Chinese media could not satisfy people’s needs in 
getting to know exact truth and details.       
Another significant finding of this study is that Chinese net users were mostly 
passive toward the regulation of the Internet by the government and even identified 
with censorship to some degree. Reasons included lack of technical skills and fear of 
being scrutinized. However, social factors might be the most important reason here. 
With the fast-growing economy and social development, Chinese society seems to 
have quickly departed from the stage in which “politics is the priority” and has gone 
to another extreme where economic development is the priority. Concern and care for 
politics and current affairs has become much less prevalent, even among 
highly-educated people who are traditionally seen as China’s elites. Earning money 
has become the top personal concern for many interviewees. Regarding themselves as 
the “middle class” people of current China, the interviewees generally identified with 
the censorship and regulation of the Internet from the government, as they believe that 
complete freedom of speech in the Internet would impair the stability of the society 
and the country and do great harm to economic development. Chinese net users also 
expect some progress in lifting censorship to some degree, but generally their 
attitudes were conservative.   
However, there is still a minority of net users who care about politics and public 
affairs a great deal and are very active on the Internet. They are usually familiar with 
different “behavior conduct rules” of different web forums after some practice. 
Obeying certain rules and tolerating some limitations, they then learn to make use of 
web forums, publishing information they feel like spreading and communicating with 
each other. Many of them have a strong sense of maintaining their right to know and 
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some even feel a strong sense of responsibility for maintaining that right for other 
people.   
There were also some supplementary findings of this research. The interviews 
found that there is a significant gap between generations and genders in their ways of 
using the Internet, even though some macro-level studies have shown that the 
composition of Chinese net users is much more diversified than before.  
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Chapter Six: Conclusions 
As the concluding part of the thesis, this chapter will summarize the main 
findings of this study, present overview conclusions and locate the findings within 
existing literature. It will also include a section on limitations of the study and offer 
some suggestions for future study.  
6.1 Summary of Findings 
From the results and findings of the study, it can be reasonably concluded that the 
diffusion of the Internet in China has transcended the early period in which early 
adopters were mostly intellectuals and professionals in IT sectors. The Internet is 
increasingly enjoyed by the general public of China. This is consistent with the 
argument of the CNNIC and some other research agencies that fundamental changes 
have occurred in the composition of Chinese net users.24 However, the findings of this 
study do not support some optimistic predictions based on this transition in the 
composition change among Chinese net populations. First, the Internet is far from 
being an easily accessible tool for seeking information for the entire Chinese 
population. Even in the most prosperous and developed area of China, there are still 
many less privileged people who have fewer chances to access the Internet. Second, 
even for people who have already adopted the Internet, those with less education and 
poorer skills tend to use fewer functions of the Internet. For example, net users of 
older generation tend to be less able in surfing the Internet and in participating in 
online activities. The use of the Internet in terms of accessing free information flow 
and online forum participation is still largely dominated by the group of net users who 
have better education and Internet skills as well as language ability. Previous research 
has confirmed this. For example, a survey on Internet development in Beijing 
                                                        
24 See analysis of the eighth CNNIC Survey Report by CNNIC, 2001.  
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revealed that the group of Beijing net users with a bachelor’s degree and above had 
deeper understanding in the use and impact of the Internet.25 In conclusion, although 
the Internet has become increasingly accessible for the general public of China, it 
currently still remains an information tool for a small Chinese population with better 
socio-economic resources, mainly young Chinese intellectuals, professionals and 
young students. This conclusion also justifies the methodology this study employed 
which had a focus on students and typical net users.   
This study also supports the CASS study’s finding that although the Internet has 
greatly diversified information channels for Chinese net users, conventional media 
and domestic media still dominate information sources for Chinese net users’ daily 
information needs. And that conventional information sources are perceived as more 
credible than online sources. Thus this study is in strong disagreement with the 
conclusion of the findings from Horizon which argued that online information sources 
are the major information sources for Chinese net users, leaving other conventional 
media far behind, and that online information sources are perceived as more 
trustworthy than most of the conventional media in the eyes of the Chinese net users.26 
However, previous studies usually did not further explore the reasons behind the 
preference and selections of Chinese net users. This study finds that the dominance of 
local information sources, both online and off line, is the result of both social and 
cultural factors as well as some technical barriers including language literacy etc. The 
news and information that local information sources provide is in close proximity 
with the life of Chinese net users, which is perhaps the most important reason that 
causes Chinese net users spent plenty of time on local information sources. Even for 
                                                        
25 According to the research report of Beijing Internet Development Survey by Sinotrust Market 
Research & Consulting Co. Retrieved from China Business March. 2. 2002.    
 
26 The study was carried out by Horizon Research Company and the Website of Sohu.com in May-July, 
2003. 1151 net users were involved in this study. 
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university students who are generally believed to be more proficient with a foreign 
language than the general public and have a keen interest in learning foreign 
languages, local information sources are still preferred.  
One of the study’s original contributions is that, it shows that Chinese net users 
are very politically sensitive and have very strong sense of national pride that partly 
result in their highly inconsistent attitudes to foreign information sources. They 
sometimes seek alternative information from foreign media or foreign websites as 
reference for a balanced understanding; but at the same time, they are highly 
suspicious of the alternative information.   
The study also makes contribution in comparing Chinese net users’ typical usage 
of net-based with that during atypical periods. It finds that Chinese net users’ mode of 
seeking information become significantly different when its national media keep 
silent when urgent matters or crisis occurs, for example, the SARS outbreak. During 
such periods, alternative information, mostly from the Internet, could even replace 
mainstream media to set the agenda and become a major and independent information 
source for Chinese net users. This is consistent with the findings of the Li, Qin and 
Kluver’s research in 2001 which examined the Strong Nation Forum during the period 
of the US spy plane incident. However, their research reached the conclusion only 
from such special periods and could not be applied to general situations.      
The use of the Internet as a free discussion forum is an important indicator of the 
Internet as public sphere. This study shows that, however, only a small proportion of 
Chinese net users actually take advantage of web forums to discuss public issues or 
current affairs.  The majority of Chinese net users seem very apathetic about online 
forum participation especially in terms of political content. They adopt very passive 
patterns in using the Internet. Many of them are self-centered and believe that their 
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personal interest is of greater priority than public issues. On the one hand, this 
phenomenon is closely related to the whole social climate of “economic development 
is the center of our work”. On the other hand, it is possibly related to the 
socio-economic profiles of Chinese net users. Most of them consider themselves 
“middle class”. Their strong ambitions make them concentrate on their careers and 
self-development, and their comfortable living settings and a share of the social 
fortune make them generally more satisfied with the status quo than as compared to 
people of other classes. This may also explain the majority of Chinese net users’ 
attitudes of identifying with censorship and regulation.    
The study finds that the majority of Chinese net users generally identify with 
censorship and regulation; however, they also expect and welcome moderate reforms 
in lifting rigorous censorship to some degree and halting blockings of some famous 
foreign media websites. They also have a persistent demand of making information 
transparent to the general public.  Such demands could become urgent at crisis 
periods, but in most cases it appears mild and peaceful. 
In contrast to this majority of Chinese net users, there is a minority of Chinese net 
users who are very active on net forums and are very interested in politics and public 
affairs. Many of them have a strong sense of maintaining their right to know and some 
even feel a strong sense of responsibility for maintaining that right for other people. 
Even under strict control over the Internet from Chinese government, they have learnt 
different “behavior conduct rules” of different web forums after some practice and 
learnt how to make use of the forums for their best in terms of absorbing and 
spreading information as well as not acquiring troubles. They publish information 
they feel like spreading, and communicate with each other online. They actually act as 
the testers of baseline of censorship and self-censorship of many websites or forums 
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and help to push them forward. But as the number of these active net users is actually 
very small, less than 5% among student net users according to this study and quite 
possibly even a smaller proportion among the whole group of Chinese net users, it 
may be safe to argue that the Internet is not really taking its effect as a free online 
discussion forum in China.   
6.2 Overall Conclusions 
Based on the findings of this research, it is possible to make some conclusions 
contributing to the line of research on the Internet’s social and political impact in 
China.  
According to the Habermas’ public sphere model (see Chapter Two, Section 2.1), 
an essential characteristics of the public sphere is that it needs a forum which is 
universally accessible at best or accessible to all parties that might be affected by the 
public discourse at least. As Chinese net users are generally city residents with high 
income and education or are young students, the composition of net users, although 
becoming increasingly diversified, is still far from being representative of the general 
public of China. Our study shows that among these net users, many only make very 
limited use of the Internet, and some others just do not concern themselves with 
public affairs or politics much. For the rest of the Chinese net users who are eager to 
take advantage of the Internet’s function as a free discussion forum and a source of 
uncensored information, the intervention coming from the censorship or 
self-censorship of websites/forums and regulation of the government greatly hinders 
them from doing so freely. There is only a minority of net users who bypassed all 
these obstacles and used the Internet to retrieve uncensored information and exchange 
ideas.  
A second characteristic of the public sphere model is that the public sphere should 
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allow uncoerced rational debate or discussion. A large variety of ideas can be 
exchanged in the forum freely and there should be no restrictions on topics (See 
Chapter Two, Section 2.1).  However, the study finds that strict censorship and 
self-censorships have made the Internet become “a new battle field for thought 
work”27 instead of providing free forums for uncoerced rational debate (Jiang 1999; 
2001 as cited in Cheng, 2001).    
Another important characteristic of the public sphere model is that the content of 
the conversation should center largely on public interests, which means the main 
subjects of these online conversations should belong to the “public” realm (See 
Chapter Two, Section 2.1). This study shows that it is not the case with most of the 
Chinese net users who participated in online forum discussions. Among the minority 
of net users who are active forum participators, many of them actually dwell on 
specialized forums concerning their own interests such as computer forums where a 
lot of net users discuss topics relating to hardware or software, for the purpose of their 
own use. Such net forum participation is far away from what is required in the public 
sphere model. The study also shows that the majority of Chinese net users do not 
believe that online discourse has any impact on government’s policy-making process.  
In some cases, for example, when website regulation and self-censorship is more 
relaxed and the topic is not judged as forbidden, there might be some uncoerced 
discussions and debates which may help to shape public opinions. For example, in 
March 2001, an explosion in a village firework factory of Jiang Xi Province, which 
caused many deaths and injuries of children who were suspected to be working for the 
factory, aroused severe criticism from net users in many Chinese websites. Although 
portal websites such as sina then closed the related chat rooms, the information had 
                                                        
27 In Jiang Zemin’s speeches in the Chinese central thought work meeting in 1999 and in the Chinese 
national propaganda offices’ secretaries meeting on Jan 10, 2001.  
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already been spread. 28 Finally Prime Minister Zhu Rongji apologized to the 
Chinese people on TV for this tragedy, which is very rare for top Chinese leaders and 
many believed that it was compelled by Chinese net users’ online discourse. A more 
recent example is the online debates about city development competitions between 
Shanghai and Shenzhen which was originated by a net user who is a Shenzhen 
resident seeing the special economic zone of Shenzhen gradually lose its status in the 
rivalry with Shanghai. 29  The discussion turned furious and received national 
attention, and it finally ended with a formal address from the Shenzhen mayor as an 
official response to the writer and his original post.  However, such cases are only 
exceptional and are still strictly limited to a certain scope.  
Combing the above analysis, the study arrives at the conclusion that the Internet 
does show some primitive functions as a public sphere for Chinese net users.  
However, it is not really acting as the public sphere at the current stage for Chinese 
net users as it excludes the majority of users in the public discourse, and its discussion 
is under strict censorship and surveillance. It is perhaps safe to conclude that the 
Internet actually acts as a restricted public sphere for a minority of Chinese net users. 
Even with strict control and content censorship, some domestic forums are developing 
very fast and produce many original and high-quality discussions. Some even caught 
the attention from the government and received positive feedback. In such cases, the 
Internet functions as a space independent of the government where conversations on 
social and political issues are stimulated and opinions are formed through the 
conversations. This is very similar to the function of modern media in the public 
sphere. This actually supports Kellner’s argument (See Chapter 2, Section 2.5) that 
                                                        
28  About details of this incident, please refer to BBC news report. Retrieved from: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/ hi/chinese/news/newsid_1222000/12225542.stm. Access date: Oct 20, 2003. 
 
29  See the original post and part of the discussion from this address: http://cul.sina.com.cn/view/shzh/ 
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the Internet could extend the public sphere by rational-critical discourse that enables 
the formation of public opinion, and that this public opinion reached through online 
discourse would be accountable in decision- making process. This study also supports 
the ideas of Dahlgren (2001) and Dahlberg (2001) (See Chapter 2, Section 2.5). The 
finding of “active” net users in this study is actually very similar to the “motivated 
users” mentioned in Dahlgren (2001)’s argument. However, the study has its original 
contribution. It examines the Internet’s function as a public sphere with a different 
approach and perspective from most previous studies. This study is also restricted to 
Beijing and Shanghai in Mainland China where the adoption and regulation of the 
Internet as well as social conditions are significantly different from that in the western 
society. Based on the empirical evidence presented here, this study opposes the 
optimistic feelings toward the future of the Internet in China.    
6.3 Limitations and Suggestion for Future Research 
One of the major limitations of this study is the difference between its target 
population and sampling population. Ideally, the study should be focused at the net 
users among the general public of Beijing and Shanghai. However, it is not practical 
to involve tens of millions of city residents in Beijing and Shanghai as the target 
population for sampling in such a study with limited resources. And instead of 
convenience sampling method, more scientific random sampling should be adopted. 
Nonetheless, current study focusing on university students and typical net users 
reaches some valuable insights and are effective in examining the research questions. 
However, it would be a significant improvement if the sampling population could be 
expanded to the general public.  
Another limitation of this study is the lack of content analysis of the online 
discourse. This study explores the research question from the user’s perspective, 
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relying largely on net users’ own perceptions. The validity of the study may be further 
improved if combing with a content analysis of online discourse as errors may be 
generated from self-reports of the survey respondents or the interviewees.  
In addition, future study could consider including more variables of net users in 
the questionnaire to analyze the factors that influence Chinese net users’ online 
behavior. Currently, the study finds that net users who consider themselves “middle 
class” Chinese generally identify with the censorship and regulation. However, it is a 
pity that there is no related survey data to cross-validate and support this finding.  
To sum up, future research in this strand should target at the population of the 
general public and sample a larger number of net users. Different variables of net 
users such as income and occupation should be included for the basis of quantitative 
analysis. In addition, the research can also be used as reference for future studies on 
the Internet as a public sphere or other studies on the social or political impact of the 
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Appendix 1: 
English Translation of the questionnaire (Questions only).  
    1.How often do you use the Internet? 
A. Less than one hour per week    
B. More than 1 hour but less than 7 hours per week 
C. More than 1 hour but less than 4 hours per day 
D. More than 4 hours per day 
     
2. Do you read news through the Internet? 
      A. Yes 
       B. No.  
 
3. Which kinds of websites of the following have you ever visited for reading 
news? (Please select all that apply) 
A. News board of Domestic BBS 
           You often visit: _____________________________________ 
       B.  Websites of traditional media of mainland China 
          You often visit: _____________________________________ 
       C.  Other news websites based in mainland China 
          You often visit: _____________________________________ 
       D.  News websites based in H.K., Taiwan and Macau 
          You often visit: _____________________________________ 
       E.  Websites of traditional media based outside China 
          You often visit: ______________________________________ 
       F.  Other news websites based outside China        




4. Please list the three websites you visit most frequently in Question 3. 
       1st_____          Q5 (  )  
      2nd_____          Q5 (  ) 
       3rd_____          Q5 (  ) 
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5. Please use a number from 1 to 5 to indicate how reliable or unreliable for each 
of the websites you listed in Q4. (where 5 means most trustworthy while 1 means 
most untrustworthy) Fill in the brackets after your answers in Q4. 
 
    6. How often do you read news online? 
      A. Everyday 
       B. Often but less than one time per day 
       C. Sometimes  
       D. Occasionally 
    
   7. You read news online because… (Please select all that apply) 
       A. it provides information not available from traditional domestic media 
       B. it’s cheap  
       C. it’s convenient 
       D. it is timely 
       E. you can read other net users’ comments about your interested topic 
       F. you can make comments yourself  
       G. Others, please specify____________________ 
 
8. Your frequency and time spent on reading online news… (Please select all that 
apply) 
       A. increases when important international affair occur. 
       B. increases when important domestic affair occur. 
       C. decreases when you find out that your favorite news website inaccessible. 
       D. None of the above.  
 
9. Which of the following category of news you are interested in? (Please select 
no more than three) 
       A. International news 
       B. Domestic news 
       C. Sports 
       D. Economy/Finance 
       E. Entertainment 
       F. Others, please specify_________ 
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10. Which of the following best describe your language preference when reading 
news of foreign websites online? 
       A. Only read Chinese version; give up reading when there is no Chinese 
version. 
B. Only read the original version in foreign languages; no matter there’s 
Chinese version or not. 
C. Prefer Chinese version; if there’s no Chinese version, read the original 
version in foreign languages. 
       D. Read both the Chinese version and original version for precise 
understanding. 
       E. Others, please specify_______________________________ 
 
    11. How much time you spent last time in reading news online? 
       A. Less than ten minutes 
       B. At least ten minutes but less than thirty minutes 
       C. At least thirty minutes but less than one hour  
       D. At least one hour 
 
12. Please choose the categories best describe the frequency of your online 
behavior. 
 
                     Never  Occasionally Sometimes Often 
1.cross-post news               A       B          C          D      
2.discuss news in chatrooms       A       B          C          D 
3.post comments in bbs/forums     A       B         C          D 
4.encounter newswebsites block     A       B          C          D     
5.access blocked websites by proxy   A       B          C          D     
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    Strongly agree   Agree    Disagree  Strongly disagree  Undecided 
         1           2         3            4             5 
 
A.  Opinions of net users reflected in web forums have some influence on 
policy makers.   ( ) 
B. Web forums and chatrooms are free space for net users to express their 
ideas.         ( ) 
C. Discussions in web forums sometimes help me to find out truth or form a 
new idea.    ( ) 
D. The Internet has provided global resources of information and makes me 
more open-minded. ( )          
 
14. Apart from the Internet, what are your other main sources of news? (Please 
select all that apply) 
       A. Domestic newspaper and magazine 
           Please specify: _______________________________________ 
       B. Domestic TV and broadcasting 
           Please specify: _______________________________________ 
       C. HK, Taiwan and Macau based newspaper and magazine 
           Please specify: _______________________________________ 
       D. HK, Taiwan and Macau based TV and broadcasting 
           Please specify: _______________________________________ 
       E. Foreign newspaper and magazine 
           Please specify: _______________________________________ 
       F. Foreign TV and broadcasting 
           Please specify: _______________________________________  
       G. Others, 
please specify_________________________________ 
 
15. Please list the names of three news sources you read or receive news most 
frequently in Q14.  
       1st_____      Q16 (  )  
       2nd_____      Q16 (  ) 
       3rd_____      Q16 (  ) 
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16. Please use a number from 1 to 5 to indicate how trustworthy or untrustworthy 
for each of the news sources you listed in Q 15. (where 5 means most trustworthy 
while 1 means most untrustworthy) Fill in the brackets after your answers in Q 
15. 
 
17. How often do you read/receive news from traditional news sources? 
       A. Everyday 
       B. Often but less than one time per day 
       C. Sometimes 
       D. Occasionally  
 
18. How much time you spent last time in reading/receiving news from the 
traditional news sources? 
       A. Less than ten minutes 
       B. At least ten minutes but less than thirty minutes 
       C. At least thirty minutes but less than one hour  
       D. At least one hour 
 
19. When you want to clarify something on which different media report 
differently, the source you rely on MOST belongs to which category of the 
following:  
       A. Traditional domestic news media. 
       B. Websites of traditional domestic news media. 
       C. Domestic commercial news websites such as sina. 
       D. Foreign or HK, Taiwan, Macau based traditional news media. 
       E. Websites of foreign or HK, Taiwan, Macau based traditional news media. 
F. Foreign or HK, Taiwan, Macau based commercial news websites such as 
yahoo.    
       G. Others, please specify _____________________________ 
 
    20. What’s your gender? 
       A. Male 
       B. Female 
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Appendix 2:  



















新闻? 可多选,并在所选类别后尽可能列举您经常访问的网站名称.      
    A. 中国内地的 BBS系统新闻版,例如水木清华 BBS等.  
        您经常访问的有:_________________________________ 
        B. 中国内地的传统媒体的网站,例如新华网、人民网等.  
        您经常访问的有:_________________________________ 
      C. 中国内地的非传统媒体的网站,例如新浪,搜狐等.  
        您经常访问的有:_________________________________ 
      D. 港澳台地区的网站,如南华早报网站,明报网站等.  
        您经常访问的有:_________________________________ 
      E. 国外的传统媒体网站,如 BBC网站,纽约时报网站等.  
        您经常访问的有:_________________________________ 
         F. 国外的非传统媒体网站,如 yahoo!网站等. 
           您经常访问的有:_________________________________ 
         G. 其他. 请列举 __________________________________ 
 
4. 请您列举出日常阅读新闻访问最频繁的前三个网站,按照频度从高到低排
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序: 
      第一,____________       问题 5 (  ) 
      第二,____________             (  ) 


















































   12. 请选择您进行以下网络行为的频度. 
                            
从不      偶尔     有时     经常 
I. 转贴新闻                   A         B        C        D 
II. 在聊天室讨论新闻           A         B        C        D  
III. 在 bbs或网络论坛上评论新闻  A         B        C        D 
IV. 想要访问的新闻网站被屏蔽  A         B        C        D 
V.通过代理访问被屏蔽的新闻网站 A         B        C        D 
 
   13. 对于以下说法,您是如何看待的? 请在括号内用 1-5的数字评价.其中, 
 
完全同意    比较同意    比较不同意   完全不同意   无法评价   
     5          4           3           2           1 
                                                         
I. 网民在网络论坛里反映的观点对于决策者有一定影响.       ( ) 
II.  网络是自由表达意见和观点的空间        ( ) 
III. 网络论坛上关于新闻的讨论有助于我发现事情真相或产生新的观点.
                 ( ) 




      A. 中国内地的报纸和杂志, 
         您经常阅读的有:__________________________________ 
      B. 中国内地的广播和电视, 
         您经常收听(看)的有:______________________________ 
      C. 港澳台地区的报纸和杂志, 
         您经常阅读的有:__________________________________ 
      D. 港澳台地区的广播和电视, 
         您经常收听(看)的有:______________________________ 
      E. 国外的报纸和杂志, 
         您经常阅读的有:__________________________________ 
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      F. 国外的广播和电视, 
         您经常收听(看)的有:_____________________________ 





     第一,____________  问题 16   (  ) 
     第二,____________           (  )  
     第三,____________           (  ) 
 
16. 请您用从 1到 5的数字对第 15题中的三个媒体按照新闻可信程度进行打
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